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LETTERS 


Letters may have been 
shortened because of 

U space. Some names 

may have been changed 

Cowardice 

As the drums of war start beating 
for Syria, the Alliance for Workers’ 
Liberty once more breaks into dance. 
This time, it is the solemn duty 
of Mark Osborn, the consummate 
hack’s hack, to strain a muscle 
offering mealy-mouthed support for 
the oncoming slaughter. 

The headline, in its own way, 
is striking: “Against Assad, for 
democracy and peace in Syria” (www. 
workersliberty.org/story/2013/08/27/ 
against-assad-democracy-and-peace- 
syria). Well, who could object to 
“democracy and peace”? Except, of 
course, that it is the usual substitute 
for working class socialism offered 
by ‘official communist’ front 
organisations the world over. In any 
other theatre of political struggle, the 
AWL would consider it a hopelessly 
liberal mish-mash of a clause. When 
it comes to British and US wars, 
however, the AWL is ever reduced 
to the intellectual level of the worst 
kind of Guardianista. 

That intellectual level is rehearsed 
throughout Osborn’s foaming 
tirade. The crimes of Assad are 
listed - chemical attacks, collective 
punishment, sectarianism ... Of 
course, the vast bulk of the Syrian 
opposition forces are also sectarian, 
also implicated in collective 
punishment and may also have access 
to chemical weapons. But what does 
that matter, anyway? 

No: “The main problem in Syria is 
Assad’s policy, not the US. And if the 
UK’s left wants to oppose meddling 
foreign powers - and we should - it 
should start with demanding Iranian 
forces and Hezbollah militia get out 
of Syria.” Come again? Should we 
all move to the Lebanon to demand 
this, or does Osborn really think 
that we have any lever over Iran 
and Hezbollah - barring demanding 
that our governments open military 
action on these forces as well? That, 
after all, is ruled out by the AWL’s 
increasingly dog-eared ‘get out of 
jail free’ card - “it is not our job to 
advocate the US intervenes. We do 
not trust the US.” Well, that clears 
things up. 

In fact the only clear message 
in this article is facile finger¬ 
pointing. The state of Syria is the 
“fault” of Assad, not the US. This 
is theoretically impoverished to the 
point of comedy. No, comrade. There 
is not a sectarian civil war in Syria 
purely because Assad is a tyrannical 
ogre. He inherited an artificial state, 
in a region composed of artificial 
states - left in that condition by 
British and French imperialism, who 
are now champing at the bit to bomb 
Syria. This arrangement has not only 
been sustained by US foreign policy 
since the war, but has been actively 
aggravated by the decomposing 
effects of the Iraq war (for which, 
of course, the AWL also apologised 
throughout its entire running time). 

Osborn’s piece, at the end of 
the day, is like Tony Blair’s wild¬ 
eyed rant in The Sunday Times - 
only without the moral courage. 
The AWL will not take political 
responsibility for their de facto 
attempt to demobilise opposition to 
the imminent war. The US does not 
care if some insignificant group of 
sub-Shachtmanites “advocates” it 
goes into Syria. It is only concerned 
(and only mildly, this time around) 
that militant opposition to such an 
intervention does not arise. It is 
quite simple: if you do not oppose 
the war, you are in the camp of the 
warmongers. The only difference 
between Osborn and Nick Cohen is 


the AWL’s total political cowardice. 

Paul Demarty 

London 

Achcar on Libya 

Yassamine Mather in my opinion 
missed the point when she produced 
a rather patronising checklist of 
‘right-on’ and negative aspects of 
Gilbert Achcar’s political positions 
(‘Progressive sentiments amidst 
reactionary illusions’, July 25). It 
produced a shotgun response from 
Achcar and the end result is more heat 
than light. 

The issue is a rather narrow one. 
Gilbert Achcar supported imperialist 
intervention in Libya. The grounds 
of exceptionalism do not appear 
significantly different from earlier 
shifts by the Euston group, although 
the political distance they had to travel 
was much shorter. 

His defence was worse than the 
original error, managing to compare 
imperialism with the police, while 
at the same sowing illusions in the 
supposed role of the police. He then 
went on to draw a bizarre comparison 
with the Bolsheviks at Brest-Litovsk. 

Two issues arise from this. One is 
that these positions put Achcar outside 
the revolutionary Marxist tradition. 
No amount of correct positions on 
other issues can compensate for this 
basic error. The second is that this 
revisionism passed largely in silence. 
Yet another sign of a collapse in 
political morale in the revolutionary 
socialist movement. 

A political discussion that focused 
on the issues would be of help. An 
exchange of insults will not. 

John McAnulty 
email 

LU in Scotland 

Having spent the last week visiting 
Scotland, one thing that struck me 
is the dominance of the referendum 
debate in all the Scottish news media. 
While newspaper readers in England 
and Wales are occasionally reminded 
that there is to be a referendum on 
Scottish independence in the autumn 
of next year, in the Scottish press 
in appears to be a daily editorial/ 
comments section debate (as well as 
often the front-page story). In other 
words, it’s a hot topic in pubs, at 
dinner tables or in the queue at Tesco. 

Support for Scottish independence 
has stuck at around 30% for the last 30 
years or so and, short of any political 
miracle, the Scottish nationalists 
can’t seriously expect a majority 
‘yes’ vote. Yet vast sections of the 
left have opportunistically jumped 
enthusiastically on the nationalist 
bandwagon. The left-nationalist 
Scottish Socialist Party, Chris 
Bambery’s International Socialist 
Group, Socialist Resistance and most 
recently the Socialist Workers Party, to 
name but a few, are backing the ‘yes’ 
campaign. What is marginally more 
healthy is that Left Unity in Scotland 
has agreed not to take a formal position 
on the referendum campaign, leaving 
it up to individuals to vote how they 
choose. 

Of course, LU will continue to find 
itself at a loss for a political line on 
anything remotely controversial if it 
continues to duck away from debates 
it considers divisive. That is why it is 
of the utmost importance that it adopt 
a principled, revolutionary, Marxist 
programme. It must also maintain full 
rights for platforms to operate openly 
before, during and after its November 
conference (not put an end to platfonns 
after conference, as is being discussed 
in some LU branches). 

It was telling that in the debate I had 
with Tim Nelson of the International 
Socialist Network at Communist 
University, he commented that he 
is, as yet, agnostic on the question 
whether LU comrades in Scotland 


should organise separately or be a 
part of an all-Britain organisation. It 
is, in his view, a matter to be decided 
by comrades in Scotland. This is, of 
course, true. But too many on the 
left today consider it axiomatic that 
comrades in Scotland should do their 
own thing. ‘Disunity is strength’ sums 
up their ‘bottom-up’ approach. 

Yet it isn’t true that the left in 
Britain as a whole should have 
no say in the matter. The working 
class, after all, does have a vested 
interest in organising over the largest 
possible territorial units. There is 
a historically constituted working 
class in Britain and the left should 
seek to come together on an all- 
Britain basis, while also aiming for 
EU-wide organisation. Left Unity 
should avoid the traps of the left in 
the past, where Scottish sections have 
left their all-Britain organisations to 
operate not just autonomously, but 
entirely independently, as separate 
organisations. This has never ended 
well for the organisations involved 
on either side (just ask Peter Taaffe 
or Tommy Sheridan, to cite an 
obvious example). 

So it is important, at this fledgling 
stage of LU, that it gets the politics 
of this right, instead of appearing to 
‘play nice’ and not take a position. 
Comrades in England and Wales do 
have an interest in what happens in 
Scotland, and comrades in Scotland 
have an interest in being in a united 
organisation with those in England 
and Wales. Therefore comrades north 
and south of the border should be 
committed to building Left Unity as an 
all-Britain organisation. I would hope 
that this commitment will be adopted 
by comrades from branches across the 
country in November. 

Sarah McDonald 
London 

In or out? 

Left Unity’s Socialist Platform 
(‘Resistance and socialist change’, 
August 8) reads like a modern 
version of the Socialist Party of 
Great Britain’s 1904 ‘Object and 
declaration of principles’ (see www. 
worldsocialism.org/principles.php). 

“Capitalism does not and cannot 
be made to work in the interests of 
the majority” and there needs to be 
democratic, majority political action to 
bring about socialism! There are some 
key differences, but it’s not Leninist. 
What will happen to the Socialist 
Platform when it’s rejected (as it will 
be) at the founding conference of the 
Left Unity party in November? Stay in 
or approach the SPGB instead? 
Adam Buick 
email 

Not uninvested 

Whilst I always enjoy reading Hillel 
Ticktin’s writings on the economy, I 
feel it necessary to draw attention to 
an error in his recent piece, ‘Declining 
forms, failing system’ (August 8). 

An orthodox reading of Marxist 
political economy would point to an 
overaccumulation of capital in many 
of the western national capitals as 
one of the main drivers behind their 
current malaise. Further investment 
in an overaccumulated capital base 
would only lead to more pronounced 
overaccumulation and diminishing 
returns or losses, so capital remains 
horded and uninvested. 

To try and illustrate this in 
dramatic fashion Hillel Ticktin cites 
the example of the Bank of New York 
Mellon holding some $25 trillion of 
uninvested capital. First of all, this 
is an incredible amount of money 
- equivalent to some 16 times the 
GDP of the UK economy. The $25 
trillion dollar holding is in fact indirect 
foreign investment or, in other words, 
the valuation of the many investment 
portfolios it holds on behalf of others. 


The Bank of New York is a custody 
bank - like its Chicago-based rival, 
Northern Trust. The $25 trillion figure 
is related to its assets under custody 
and it also has approximately $ 1 trillion 
of assets under management. When 
institutional investment managers 
like Invesco Perpetual or Aberdeen 
Asset Management buy equities and 
bonds to include in their portfolios, 
which is the basis of our privatised 
pensions, these assets have to be held 
somewhere. So globally investment 
managers will hold their portfolio 
securities at a custody bank like the 
Bank of New York. The figure, then, 
is akin to global investments that 
have taken place already, so it is not 
correct to deem this “uninvested”. The 
$1 trillion it has under management 
means that they are actively managing 
these assets (buying, selling, portfolio 
rebalancing, risk management, 
reporting, etc) and here behaving 
like a fund manager rather than just 
a custody bank. 

Critically you could say the 
figure is subject to leverage and 
what Marx referred to as ‘fictional 
capital’, because the valuation 
of the assets under custody and 
management is based on companies’ 
market capitalisation rather than on 
the realised values of underlying 
commodities - price over value if 
you like. 

Robert Fletcher 

email 

Absurd energy 

What planet does Hillel Ticktin live 
on? He continues to peddle the line that 
the capitalists do not want to reflate 
the economy because it will lead to 
their overthrow. To air such views in 
what is probably the most important 
newspaper on the British left should 
not go unanswered. 

Ticktin’s argument is absurd and 
contradicts the facts. The truth is 
that interest rates in both America 
and Britain are the lowest they have 
been since the post-war years, to my 
knowledge. The new governor of the 
Bank of England, Canadian Mark 
Carney, wants to keep interest rates 
at 0.5% until 2016. Whether he will 
succeed in keeping them at this level 
is another matter, but rates this low do 
not suggest to me a ruling class afraid 
of reflation. 

What scares the leaders of 
capitalism most of all is not reflation, 
but its opposite - ie, the end of growth. 
The appearance of the end of growth, 
following the world entering the peak 
oil zone, is what the political leaders are 
fighting against at the present time. It 
is not reflation, but economic decline 
which is the biggest threat to capitalist 
control of society in the longer term. 
Hence the relentless campaigns to get 
the economy moving again, but the 


J ust a note to say that the Weekly 
Worker fighting fund will be 
resuming next week. The paper 
relies on the £1,500 we raise from 
our readers every month to survive, 
but during the CPGB’s two-month 
Summer Offensive period, which 
has just ended (see opposite), this 
sum is included in the overall cash 
raised by the organisation. 

Well, now we are back in 
business and every donation you 
make to the Weekly Worker from 
today will count towards our 
September fund. I expect those 
extra three days will take us way 
over the top! 

By the way, it seems that just 


cost of energy renders this an uphill 
struggle. 

As I always remind people, 
capitalism was built on cheap energy. 
There are no models of capitalism 
built on expensive energy. It’s possible 
that many people on the left may 
take longer to grasp the true nature 
of the present crisis than most. This 
is because the left has been wrongly 
educated by Marxism to believe 
that modern capitalism originates 
in money or, as Marx would put it, 
M-C-M. The truth is that money 
existed for thousands of years without 
leading to capitalism. We must look 
for the origins of modem capitalism 
in the new forms and characteristics 
of the energy sources which formed 
the foundation of the industrial 
revolution. It is problems with these 
energy sources which lie behind the 
present crisis. 

And this is why pre-energy 
economists, like Ticktin, will continue 
to make absurd statements about the 
present crisis. 

Tony Clark 

London 

Undetermined 

Readers of the Weekly Worker, and 
those involved in the CPGB’s weekly 
Capital reading group in London in 
particular, might be interested in 
the following Marx passage that I 
recently came across from the (now 
very rare) first German edition of 
Marx’s Capital (Hamburg 1867). 

It was originally part of the 
notoriously difficult opening chapter 
on the commodity so rich in Hegelian 
terminology, but did not make it into 
any of the subsequent German editions 
or, as a result, any of the English 
translations. For the moment is only 
available in the original German in the 
ongoing project known as the Marx- 
Engels Gesamtausgabe (MEGA). As 
far as I know, then, this is the first 
time that the passage has appeared 
in English. I would like to thank 
David Fernbach, translator of the 
Penguin edition of the three volumes 
of Capital, and Maciej Zurowski for 
their help with the translation. 

“Human labour plain and simple, 
the expenditure of human labour- 
power, may be capable of any 
determination, but in and of itself is 
undetermined. It can only be realised, 
only objectified, when human labour- 
power is expended in a specific form, 
as specific labour, for only specific 
labour is confronted with a natural 
substance, an external material, 
within which it is objectified. Only 
the Hegelian ‘concept’ [Begriff - 
often translated in the 19th century 
as ‘notion’] is capable of objectifying 
itself without external material.” 
Ben Lewis 
South Wales 


about all of our readers realised that 
we were taking our usual two weeks 
off this year. Normally we get at 
least one or two comrades emailing 
in to complain they haven’t had 
their paper (although that doesn’t 
seem to happen when we have our 
Christmas break!). 

Anyway, let’s hope readers 
didn’t encounter too many 
withdrawal symptoms during our 
absence. We’re glad to be back! • 
Robbie Rix 

Fill in a standing order form 
(back page), donate via our 
website, or send cheques, 
payable to Weekly Worker 


— Fighting fund — 

Withdrawal symptoms 
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SUMMER OFFENSIVE 


One of the best 



Money ... fuelling the fight for communism 


S peaking at the August 17 
celebration meal to mark the 
end of this year’s Summer 
Offensive - our organisation’s annual 
fund drive - comrade Jack Conrad told 
the audience that he was pleasantly 
surprised to be able to announce that 
we had achieved a little over £26,600. 
By the time of the SO’s formal end 
24 hours later (as well as late pledges 
that came in up to today), we have 
crept up to a shade under £27k. This 
is an impressive achievement, given 
the difficult political context of this 
year’s campaign and that a number 
of comrades - including myself, to be 
honest - thought we would struggle 
far more. So, although the final total 
is £3k shy of our ambitious £30,000 
collective target, the leadership of 
our organisation is very pleased 
to congratulate all comrades who 
took part in this year’s successful 
campaign, either as full participants 
or one-off donors. 

A successful SO is a vital boost to 
the annual finances of the organisation 
- like any political group worth its salt, 
the CPGB runs a deficit budget for 
most of the year. Come the SO, we 
pay off expensive loans, generally get 
ourselves back to somewhere close to 
the black and then start ‘overspending’ 
all over again. Comrades who have 
contributed this year can rest assured 
that every pound donated will, one 
way or another, be thrown into a fight 
that has become synonymous with this 
paper and the organisation that sustains 
it - for the principled, democratic unity 
of the revolutionary left on the basis 
of Marxism. And encouragingly - as 
comrade Conrad also highlighted in 
his speech - over the past 12 months or 
so our opportunities to engage others 
on the left in debate and clarification 
around this project have become far 
more concrete. 


The recurrent waves of crisis and 
opposition in the Socialist Workers 
Party have produced considerable 
fluidity. While many have been 
propelled towards rightist despair 
and/or the swamp by the whole 
mess, the fact that comrades from 
the International Socialist Network 
attended Communist University (see 
p5) - and that a degree of mutual 
understanding seemed to emerge 
both in the sessions and in more 
informal exchanges - is a (small) 
step forward. (Incredibly, the ISN’s 
informal leadership initially rejected 
discussions with our organisation and 
could not agree to even send speakers 
to CU!) Similarly, our support for the 
Socialist Platform in the Left Unity 
project seems to be opening a space 
for fruitful debate with comrades on 
questions of programme and method - 
again, nothing dramatic, but generally 
moving in the right direction. 

In this context, a not dissimilar 
trend showed itself in the pattern of 
donations to this year’s SO. A small 
team at our centre made a determined 
effort this year to directly contact far 
more comrades in our reading and 
sympathising periphery for support. 
The work was instructive in two ways. 
Predictably, we encountered many 
comrades who had lost their job or 
faced the prospect of redundancy in the 
near future; others who - though still 
employed - were hard pressed for spare 
cash to donate to even the most worthy 
of political causes. Not surprising, 
of course. But, interestingly, under 
considerable pressure though such 
comrades were, it was striking just how 
many of them did bring themselves to 
actually make a donation, despite their 
financial woes. 

There are some useful lessons in 
this. First and foremost is the need for 
us to raise our heads from the grind 


of political work and be aware that 
some new opportunities are opening. 
If we are being honest with ourselves, 
we have to say that our annual fund 
campaign has become a little bit 
of a chore for many comrades and 
that there was little in the way of 
innovation this year. (An honourable 
exception are those comrades who 
organised an eBay clothes auction 
for Hands Off the People of Iran - 
£300-plus was raised from a slightly 
eccentric mixture of elegant Italian 
designer items and retro punk/new 
wave clobber.) 

The response of the comrades 
around us who contributed to the 
campaign when directly approached 
should tell us that - while full 
members of the party will no doubt 
remain the main source of our regular 
funds - there are literally hundreds of 
others out there who can be drawn 
into practical and financial support 
for the project. (Put another, more 
modest, way, a relatively small 
percentage of the 24,860 comrades 
who have accessed the party’s site 
since the last paper appeared on 
August 8, just before our three-week 
break around Communist University.) 

So, it’s obvious from this success 
that the core tasks of fundraising and 
drawing wider layers of comrades 
into contributing to the work of the 
CPGB must become a year-round 
activity for our organisation as a 
whole, not simply the aforementioned 
“small team” of comrades. A tweak 
in our political culture rather than a 
revolution, comrades - but the results 
could be quite impressive! 

Again, congratulations to all 
comrades in and around the CPGB 
who have contributed to making this 
Summer Offensive one of our best for 
a number of years • 

Mark Fischer 



CPGB podcasts 

Every Monday we upload a podcast commenting on the current 
political situation. In addition, the site features voice files of public 
meetings and other events: http://cpgb.org.uk/home/podcasts. 

London Communist Forum 

Sunday September 1,5pm: Weekly political report from CPGB 
Provisional Central Committee, followed by open discussion and 
Capital reading group. Calthorpe Arms, 252 Grays Inn Road, London 
WC1. This meeting: Vol 1, chapter 19: ‘Transformation of the value of 
labour-power into wages’. 

Organised by CPGB: www.cpgb.org.uk. 

Left Unity London 

Saturday August 31, 11am: London-wide activists’ meeting, 
University of London Union, Malet Street, London WC1. 

Organised by London Left Unity: 
london-left-unity-activists-list@googlegroups.com. 

No attack on Syria 

Saturday August 31, 12 noon: National demonstration. Assemble at 
Embankment for march to rally point. 

Organised by Stop the War Coalition: www.stopwar.org.uk. 

Picket for Savas Matsas 

Saturday August 31, 1pm: Picket and delivery of letter of protest to 
Greek ambassador in defence of arrested Greek Marxist Savas Matsas. 
Greek embassy, 1A Holland Park, London W11. 

Organised Socialist Fight: www.socialistfight.com. 

Love Russia, hate homophobia 

Tuesday September 3, 5pm: Protest, Downing Street, London SW1. 
Organised by Peter Tatchell Foundation: www.petertatchellfoundation.org. 

Defend the union link 

Tuesday September 3, 7pm: Public meeting, Conway Hall, Red Lion 
Square, London WC 1. Support the Labour-union link and Tolpuddle 
statement. 

Organised by Defend the Link: www.defendthelink.wordpress.com. 

Left Unity Glasgow 

Thursday September 5, 7.30pm: Next meeting, Kinning Park 
complex, 40 Cornwall Street, Glasgow G4 (next to Kinning Park tube 
station). 

Organised by Glasgow Left Unity: glasgow@leftunity.org. 

EDL out of Tower Hamlets 

Saturday September 7,11am: Anti-fascist march. Assemble Altab 
Ali Park, Whitechapel Road, London El. 

Organised by Unite Against Fascism: www.uaf.org.uk. 

Remembering victims of austerity 

Saturday September 7,1pm: Protests at council and ATOS buildings. 
lpm-2pm: Jobcentre, 100 Broad Street, Birmingham B15; 2pm-3pm: 
ATOS, Five Ways House, Islington Row Middleway, Edgbaston, 
Birmingham B15. 

Organised by Birmingham against the cuts: 
www.birminghamagainstthecuts.wordpress.com. 

Call for a general strike 

Sunday September 8,12.30pm: Lobby of TUC conference, Hardy 

suite, Hermitage Hotel, Exeter Road, Bournemouth. 

email info@shopstewards.net 

Organised by National Shop Stewards Network: 

www.shopstewards.net. 

Rally for education 

Saturday September 14, 11am: Teaching union-organised event. 
Queen Elizabeth Conference Centre, Broad Sanctuary, London SW1. 
Organised by National Union of Teachers: www.teachers.org.uk. 

Stop the War Coalition 

Saturday September 14,10 am to 5pm: Annual conference, Old 
Cinema, University of Westminster, 309 Regent Street, London Wl. 
£10 (£5 concessions). Deadline for registration: Friday September 7; 
deadline for submission of motions: Friday August 30. 

Organised by Stop the War Coalition: www.stopwar.org.uk. 

The crisis in Egypt 

Thursday September 19, 7pm: Public meeting with Chris Nineham. 
Priory Rooms, Quaker Meeting House, 40 Bull Street, Birmingham, B4. 
Organised by Birmingham Stop the War Coalition: www.stopwar.org.uk. 

Spanish holocaust 

Thursday September 19, 7pm: Talk, Bishopsgate Institute, 230 
Bishopsgate, London EC2. AL Morton Memorial Lecture with 
professor Paul Preston on his recent book on the Spanish civil war. 
Tickets: £2. 

Organised by Bishopsgate Institute: www.bishopsgate.org.uk; 
and Socialist History Society: www.socialisthistorysociety.co.uk. 

Gender and identity 

Saturday September 28, 2.30pm: Seminar and discussion, 
Bishopsgate Institute, 230 Bishopsgate, London EC2. Speaker: Anja 
Steinbauer (Philosophy for All). Free admission. 

Organised by Bishopsgate Institute: www.bishopsgate.org.uk. 

No to austerity 

Sunday September 29, 11.00am: National TUC demonstration at 
Tory Party conference. Assemble Liverpool Road (M3 4FP) from 
1 lam, for march to rally in Whitworth Park. 

Organised by Trades Union Congress: 
www.tuc.org.uk/industrial/tuc-22405-f0.cfm. 

CPGB wills 

Remember the CPGB and keep the struggle going. Put the CPGB’s 
name and address, together with the amount you wish to leave, in your 
will. If you need further help, do not hesitate to get in contact. 
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Reappropriating basic principles 

On August 13, the centenary of August Bebel’s death, a new website was launched - MarxistCenter.com 
seeks to revive a genuinely partyist Marxism for the 21st century. Geary Middleton introduces this 
new political and journalistic project 



August Bebel: towering figure 


F irst of all an explanation is owed 
as to who we are. This project 
flows from the Orthodox Marxist 
group, which is itself a fraction of the 
Revolutionary Marxists group on the 
web forum, Revleft.com. 1 We in RM are 
commonly reproached with terms such 
as ‘Kautskyite’ and, while we reject the 
reformist and counterrevolutionary 
implications of the term, it does contain 
a kernel of truth, as we place ourselves 
among those who seek to re-evaluate 
the legacy of Second International 
Marxism - a new current, if you will, 
which was marked with Lars T Lih’s 
scholarly work Lenin rediscovered - 
‘What is to be done?’ in context. We 
draw our inspiration from this scholarly 
and political current, and groups that 
undertake similar work, like the CPGB. 

However, we felt that we had come 
up against a barrier. Some of us have a 
background in diverse Marxist groups 
and a need arose to claim a space for 
ourselves to develop politically and 
organisationally, lacking that space in 
our respective organisations. 

In other words, we are an 
independent group of young comrades 
from around the globe seeking 
answers. And in our quest to join up 
the dots, of which this website will 
surely be a reflection, we strive to 
give a more up-to-date content to 
the Second International Marxism 
to which Lenin and the Bolsheviks 
belonged, as part of the project to 
merge the ideas of Marxism with the 
contemporary workers’ movement 
once more. 

We are a loose writers’ collective 
with a common set of principles. We 
do not have a ‘party line’ and the 
articles will, certainly in the beginning, 


be more of a result of the individual 
writer’s own findings than anything 
else. We are also open to contributions 
from others and if you would like to 
submit something you can reach us at 
editors@marxistcenter.com. 

Political basis 

So how loose is ‘loose’? Don’t we 
have anything in common? Well, we 
do, obviously. The following is a short 
overview of the views we share: 

• As Marxists we stand for the 
reappropriation of the basic principles 
of the Marxist programmatic concept 
of the democratic republic. This 
means that the working class, through 
democratic and republican principles, 
collectively decides how the means 
of production are used against private 
ownership by state bureaucrats. It is 
the class dictatorship of the working 
class governed by democratic 
workers’ organs. It is the self¬ 
emancipation of the working class 
through the struggle for the working 
class to take political power. 

• These goals are crystallised in the 
communist programme. Because the 
programme is about the political take¬ 
over of society by the working class, 
it stipulates the strategic, objective 
steps needed to reach our goal and 
overcome the undemocratic barriers 
that the ruling class - a minority - put 
into place to keep itself in power. 

• On the one hand, democratic- 
republican principles are, among 
others: the election and recallability of 
all public officials; universal military 
training and service, the right to bear 
arms and political rights in the armed 
forces; the election of judges and 
generalised trial by jury; freedom of 


information; and so on. It is also based 
on the extension of democratic forms 
of decision-making like workplace 
committees and so on. 

• On the other hand, these principles 
stand for a truly democratic way of 
organisation and discussion. It is 
the purpose of this project to start to 
engage in a theoretical discussion on 
political democracy, programme and 
republican values as a contribution to 
a cultural change within the left and 
the whole of society. This can only be 
done if we are open and respectful. 

We call ourselves the Marxist 
Center for two reasons: 

1. As we base ourselves on a re- 
evaluation of the revolutionary 
traditions of the Second International, 
we fight for a long-term strategy of 
‘revolutionary patience’. This means 
an active opposition to ‘short cuts’ 
on both rightwing notions that want 
to enter coalitions in the name of 
‘relevancy’ and ‘realism’ and leftwing 
notions that seek to reach working 
class power through mass strikist 
strategies. 

2. We seek to be a centre of debate 
and analysis based on these traditions. 
While our contribution will inevitably 
start humble, we aspire to grow and 
have an impact on the working class 
community. 

Our tasks 

For these reasons we aim for the 
following: 

• To clarify our own ideas, first 
and foremost. This we aim to do 
by researching historical topics of 
interest, attempting to give our own 
analysis on current world events and 
engage in debate with each other and 


with the wider (far-left) community. 

• To popularise the ideas of 
revolutionary Marxism. That is, 
both the ideas of Marx and Engels 
(‘classical’ Marxism) and the 
ideas of the early, Marxist Second 
International that was fundamental 
for the formation of mass worker- 
class movements in Europe and 
elsewhere, notably also the Russian 
Social Democratic Labour Party and 
the Bolsheviks that placed themselves 
in the same tradition. 

• To add to, in however modest 
a way, a practical community. A 
common theme among our detractors 
is that because we emphasise open 
debate we want to set up a ‘talking 
shop’. While we can only begin in a 
humble and, in some respects, abstract 
way, we aim for an actual party- 
movement, and will aid any such 
developments, and to help answer the 
most important question of our times: 
what is to be done? 

As Lenin put it, “Without 
revolutionary theory there can be no 
revolutionary movement”. 2 Anyone 
that is up for this task is invited to join 
the ranks of this project. 

Initial articles 

We have already put up some articles 
(and more are on the way): 

• The Tower of Bebel: “Well then, go 
forward, Tower of Bebel! Bebel is one 
of the most brilliant representatives of 
scientific international socialism. His 
writings, speeches and works make up 
a great tower, a strong arsenal, from 
which the working class should take 
their arms. We cannot recommend it 
enough ... If only we could build and 
establish such a Tower of Bebel in 


the brains of every worker. Because 
then, when the working class has 
understood the socialist programme, 
‘gentlemen’, believe us, your rule 
would soon disappear for ever .. ,” 3 

• Programme: a compass to 
liberation: “Aprogramme is essential 
because it serves as a compass. 
Where are we heading? Are we still 
on course? A programme binds the 
leadership, and any deviation from it 
must be able to be called into question 
openly, as it is in the interests of our 
whole class.” 4 

• Where is the class struggle in 
Egypt?: “Revolutionary workers 
today everywhere need a common 
ground of debate, a democratic mass 
political worker party, to crystallise 
our revolutionary theory, to build a 
rich, concrete and scientific collective 
knowledge for the working class to 
draw upon in its practical and political 
struggles to come.” 5 

• To win the battle of democracy: 
“With the failed ‘experiments’ of 
the 20th century still in their minds, 
people will always be wary of the 
sincerity of communists when they 
talk about democracy. We will 
never be able to change this view of 
communism if we keep clinging on to 
vague formulas of democracy.” 6 # 

Notes 

1. Revleft is, incidentally, the biggest online com¬ 
munity of revolutionary leftists globally. 

2. Can be found in What is to be done? 

3. http://marxistcenter.com/2013/08/13/the-tower- 
of-bebel. 

4. http://marxistcenter.com/2013/08/13/pro- 
gramme-a-compass-to-liberation. 

5. http://marxistcenter.com/2013/08/13/where-is- 
the-class-struggle-in-egypt. 

6. http://marxistcenter.com/2013/08/13/to-win- 
the-battle-of-democracy. 
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Learning to talk to each other 

Danny Hammill reports on the CPGB’s summer school 



F or this year’s Communist 
University, the CPGB returned 
to the same pleasant south 
London venue - aviary and all. 

Of course, we call our pedagogical 
event a university quite deliberately. 
Not in order to be pretentious or 
elitist, but simply to denote a certain 
seriousness about our attitude to 
education. Despite our obvious 
limitations as a small group, we aim 
to raise the bar high when it comes 
to political education and culture in 
general. Unfortunately, this is not 
something that can be said about 
most of the left in Britain - which at 
best tends to treat its membership as 
mere sheep to be trained rather than 
educated as self-confident cadre. 

Just as importantly, whether at 
Communist University or in its own 
press, the CPGB positively seeks to 
tease out or highlight differences of 
opinion - both amongst its own ranks 
and the left as a whole. Once again this 
distinguishes us from other left groups 
that seem to regard disagreements 
as a dirty secret - not in front of the 
children, please. The CPGB utterly 
rejects this disastrous approach. 
Instead, only through the open clash 
of contending ideas can we arrive at 
the closest possible approximation to 
the truth. And we practise what we 
preach - just ask Gilbert Achcar, to 
name one person. Contrary to what is 
sometimes suggested by our critics, this 
is not some sort of weird CPGB thing. 
Rather, it based on the entire Marxist 
tradition and methodology. If we are 
to learn anything from history, and 
science, it is that today’s majority or 
‘common sense’ viewpoint can quickly 
become tomorrow’s absurd dogma. 

Another distinctive feature of our 
school is that we struggle to make 
it as all-rounded and collective an 
experience as is objectively possible 
- a small-scale anticipation of the 
communist future, if you like. Not 
to mention being fun, something 
else the far left appears sadly to have 
forgotten. Meaning that CU, in no 
matter how rudimentary or limited a 
form, should organisationally embody 
communist practicality - therefore 
meals are collectively prepared by 
participants using a flexible rota 
system. Childcare facilities can be 
provided on the same basis too. 

Convergence 

As usual, given the ongoing nature 
of the capitalist crisis and the turmoil 
sweeping the Middle East, it is more 
a question of what to leave out than 
to include when it comes to reporting 
CU. However, having said that, life 
itself has to some extent thrown up an 
issue of special importance. Namely, 
the dramatic decline of the Socialist 
Workers Party following the ‘comrade 
Delta’ case and the emergence of 
various oppositional groups both 
internally (ie, the Revolutionary 
Socialism in the 21st Century blog) 
and externally in the shape of the 
International Socialist Network. And 
then there is Left Unity, due to hold 
its founding conference in November. 

In this way, a recurrent theme 
during the week was the fight for left 
unity - both the actual organisation 
and in general - and the centrality for 
socialists of the “vision thing”, to use 
the almost throwaway remark made by 
Marc Mulholland in his entertaining 
session on ‘Class revolution versus 
people’s revolution: left debates 
since the 1970s’. The slight irony, of 
course, is that the phrase was used 
disparagingly by George Bush senior 
- why do you need it? An attitude in 
total contrast to the great bourgeois 
revolutionaries of the past referenced 
by Marc during his introduction 


We can work it out 

(incidentally, this was the most well 
attended talk). 

Therefore it was encouraging 
that three LU comrades Nick Wrack 
(Independent Socialist Network), 
Tim Nelson (International Socialist 
Network) and Paris Thompson 
(International Socialist Network) 
gave openings at CU. Many thought 
the ‘Fighting for a mass party’ session 
featuring Jack Conrad of the CPGB 
and Nick Wrack (in a personal 
capacity) was one of the high points 
of this year’s CU. Comrade Wrack 
gave an excellent introduction, calm 
and measured - perhaps partly helped 
by his training as a barrister (see pp8- 
9). If only more on the left conducted 
themselves in such a manner. Even 
more positive was the convergence 
of views between the two. More like 
an exploration of ideas, as comrade 
Conrad said. 

In his opening, comrade Thompson 
of the ISN succinctly outlined the 
systematic failures of the SWP - a 
“self-selecting” leadership that retains 
a “monopoly” over information and 
theory, a “strict division” between 
‘thinkers’ and ‘doers’ , a “deeply 
rooted” culture of substitutionism, the 
organisation of “passive’ foot-soldiers, 
etc. Not for nothing, mentioned 
comrade Thompson, was the SWP 
national committee widely known 
within the organisation as the “House 
of Lords”. The SWP tops and their 
minions think they are destined to rule. 

Comrade Thompson broadly 
agreed with the CPGB and others 
that the SWP crisis has long and 
deep-reaching roots. The idea that 
the current crisis within the SWP is 
the result of institutional sexism, so- 
called misogyny or ‘rape culture’ is 
absurd. Rather, to put it in a nutshell, 
the organisation’s profound flaw - 
shared by many on the left to one 
degree or another - derives from its 
bureaucratic-centralist model of party¬ 
building: an essentially military-style 
conception that has its origins in the 
post-1921 Bolshevik Party, the first 
four congresses of Comintern, and 
so on. Indeed, during the debate, 
comrade Andy Wilson - a former 
soldier as well as ex-SWP member 

- said joining the SWP was a bit like 
joining the army. Ultimately, whether 
the disease took hold in 1953, 1969, 
1972 or whenever is an open question. 
The general consensus at the meeting 

- and beyond - is that the rot really 
started for good in the mid- 1970s with 


Tony Cliff’s turn to ‘Leninism’. 

Interestingly, during the lively 
debate on ‘Marxism and broad parties’ 
with the CPGB’s Sarah McDonald, 
it became apparent that comrade 
Nelson misunderstood what the CPGB 
meant by building a revolutionary 
party “top-down” - saying he had an 
instinctive aversion to the idea. Quite 
understandable, given his experiences 
inside the highly authoritarian, 
undeniably top-down, SWP - with 
the control-freaks in the leadership 
attempting to micro-manage every 
aspect of the organisation. 

But in reality, argues the CPGB, 
it is a myth that any political party or 
serious organisation is built ‘bottom- 
up’ - it is an impossibility. Is there not 
initially an individual or small group 
of individuals who take the lead in 
forming the organisation, perhaps 
inspired by the “vision thing”? All 
the CPGB means by building an 
organisation “top-down” is that it 
will be a party based on - and built 
around - a revolutionary programme, 
which by definition cannot happen 
spontaneously or by miraculous 
conception. The organisation itself 
will be thoroughly democratic - full 
freedom of debate, access to the party 
press, right to forms factions, whether 
temporarily or permanently, etc. 

So there is nothing inherently 
sinister or Stalinist in the idea of 
building a revolutionary party “top- 
down” - quite the opposite, in fact. A 
genuine revolutionary programme, as 
discussed at some length by comrade 
Mike Macnair in his session on the 
Erfurt programme, is not a confessional 
and diabolically detailed document 
which you have to (pretend to) agree 
with, but rather something you can 
accept as a guide to united action 
and a guard against opportunism - a 
document that can hold the leadership 
to account, in other words. A situation 
the self-perpetuating SWP leadership 
would absolutely hate, it goes without 
saying (and, of course, a revolutionary 
programme, as history has shown, can 
attract millions in a relatively short 
period of time). Afterwards, showing 
the healthy fluidity within LU, 
comrade Nelson readily admitted that 
he could imagine himself signing up to 
the sort of revolutionary programme 
envisaged by the CPGB - certainly he 
supports the Socialist Platform drawn 
up by comrade Wrack and others. 
Showing that there are grounds for 
optimism regarding LU. 


This theme - what party model? 

- was revisited by comrade Mike 
Macnair in his fascinating talk (at least 
for this journalist) on ‘Lukacs, Korsch, 
et ah philosophers of Leninism or 
ultra-left?’ - focusing mainly on 
Georg Lukacs. The latter is significant 
because his short work, Lenin: a 
study in the unity of his thought, and 
History and class consciousness have 
essentially operated as organisational 
text books for the British far left. 
Alex Callinicos (‘Stalinicos’) and 
John Rees have repeatedly praised 
the “master-work”, History and 
class consciousness, predicated on 
Lukacs’s theories of reification and the 
vanguard party. Some have wondered 
whether Callinicos and Rees have 
done their homework properly. But 
in the forthright opinion of comrade 
Macnair, they correctly interpret 
Lukacs’s theory of reification, the 
vanguard party, etc as a blueprint for 
a monolithic, militarised organisation 

- negating the real history of pre-civil 
war Bolshevism. 

Similarly, comrade Moshe 
Machover in his informative ‘Do we 
need a Marxist party? Do we need a 
Leninist party?’ session, remarked that 
the far left is built upon an invented or 
phantom ‘Leninism’ constructed after 
the civil war by the burgeoning Soviet 
bureaucracy - then loyally regurgitated 
by the Trotskyites. Inevitably, as 
comrade Machover commented, 
instead of a mass party we have a mass 
of Trotskyite sects - that “multiply like 
amoebas”, refusing to accept that the 
post-1921 model does not work. A 
state of pitiful denial. 

Ur-communism 

Hillel Ticktin, a CU perennial, 
delivered three talks on capitalist 
crisis. Comrade Ticktin forcefully 
reiterated his view that the falling 
rate of profit theory (FROP) is 
only one cause of crisis - the 
others are underconsumption and 
disproportionality (between 
departments I and II). It should not be 
given a privileged status. You cannot 
find FROP in Lenin or Trotsky, for 
instance. Yet the left “obsesses” over 
it. As far as comrade Ticktin was 
concerned, there was no evidence - 
empirical or otherwise - that profits 
have been falling recently. Quite the 
opposite, if anything. 

Comrade Ticktin outlined his long- 
held view that we are not witnessing 
the usual cyclical phenomenon, 
but rather a genuine crisis that the 
bourgeoisie might not be able to solve 

- they are running out of answers. For 
him, the capitalist system is in long¬ 
term decline and could be entering 
an epoch of permanent stagnation. 
The Soviet Union, eastern Europe, 
the Middle East - the ‘third world’ 
as a whole - are falling into a “void” 
of history, threatening total societal 
breakdown and barbarism. Given 
the lack of a viable anti-capitalist 
alternative, thought the comrade, most 
people now find it easier to imagine 
the end of the world than the end of 
capitalism - thus the rising popularity 
of dystopian films, books, etc. 

Following in the tradition of such 
luminaries as Eric Hobsbawm and 
EP Thompson, Gabriel Levy in his 
interesting talk, ‘We’re all Luddites 
now’, attempted to rescue the Luddites 
from the slanders history has directed 
against them. They were real people 
struggling under concrete historical 
conditions against vicious oppression 
and exploitation. Comrade Levy was 
keen to counter the popular mythology, 
or prejudice, that the Luddites were 
intrinsically hostile to machines 
or technology. Actually, they only 
destroyed machines that were “hurtful 


to community”. We should learn from 
them, contended the comrade, and 
dismantle destructive technologies. 
Machinery and technological aids 
should be developed by those who 
use them. More than that, such 
technologies should be easily 
understandable. More controversially 
still, he made the argument for the 
superiority of small-scale technology 
- not convincing everyone. 

Chris Knight of the Radical 
Anthropology Group gave a 
particularly good and tightly focused 
session, entitled ‘Why is the left 
so scared of science?’ He quoted 
a piece of typical postmodernist 
gobbledegook (ie, Anti-crisis by 
Janet Roitman), but thought the left 
was not much better. In his opinion, 
the left has the habit of backing the 
wrong horses in science, whether 
more obviously in the mad pseudo¬ 
science of Lysenko or in its knee- 
jerk hostility to Richard Dawkins’ 
‘selfish gene’ theory - summarily 
dismissing it in true philistine 
fashion as ‘reactionary’. Comrade 
Knight repeated his conviction 
that the left should embrace selfish 
gene theory, which can be used to 
explain how modern humans - unlike 
primates - managed to develop 
culture, language, altruism and 
so on. Previous theories of group 
selection and suchlike were totally 
unable to explain this phenomenon, 
and in the case of someone like 
Konrad Lorenz put forward crackpot 
racist and fascistic theories of human 
development. All in all, summed up 
comrade Knight, we see a dismal 
pattern of “tongue-tied” science 
afraid of politics and mindless 
activism afraid of science. 

His RAG comrade - and long¬ 
time SWP member - Lionel Sims, 
delivered the final session on ‘What 
the anthropology of human nature tells 
us about the struggle for left unity’. He 
gave an inspirational anecdote about 
his own Samba band - the rhythm 
that never stops - as a near perfect 
expression of the “rituals of solidarity”: 
rituals that have their origins in the 
human revolution and ‘primitive 
communism’, and stretch right up to 
the present day (ie, Durham Miners’ 
Gala). Comrade Sims reminded us 
that ‘primitive communism’ is in 
fact a mistranslation - it should be 
more like wr-communism (original 
communism). Which is where we 
want to be, but on an exponentially 
higher level. Theories of the human 
revolution should be fully integrated 
into SWP theory - and Marxist theory 
in general. 

We should not forget to mention 
the two comrades from the Socialist 
Fight group, who attended for almost 
the entire week - ensuring a healthy 
exchange of views with the CPGB. 
There was also a fringe session held 
by the US-based Platypus group 
on Lukacs, even if it was curiously 
abstract, given the previous discussions 
on how his legacy negatively impacts 
upon the contemporary political 
practice on the far left. 

Finally, it does have to be said that 
attendance at CU 2011 was a little 
disappointing, with just 82 comrades 
coming along. However, there was 
less of a fall-off during the week this 
year, with at least 30 - and often rather 
more - attending every session. Every 
conceivable effort must be made to 
ensure that next year’s CU sees a 
bigger turnout, and that we get greater 
left involvement - left unity in every 
sense of the term. 

On a more positive note, we 
possibly had our youngest ever 
participant at CU - one-month-old 
Emma. The future is surely red • 
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LEFT UNITY 



Communicating across the 
archipelago of isolation 

Jack Conrad puts the case for clear principles and greater boldness. This is an edited version of his 
opening contribution to the ‘Fighting for a mass party’session at Communist University 


T here are fundamental problems 
with both the Left Party and the 
Class Struggle platforms in Left 
Unity. Reading the first, the LPP, it 
is clear that it is a combination of 
bog-standard leftish commentary, 
faddish identity nostrums and devious 
platitudes. It has been signed by 130 
Left Unity members. But it is fair 
to say that it is headed by Andrew 
Burgin and Kate Hudson - the pair 
took the lead in establishing LU after 
falling out with George Galloway 
and quitting Respect. Their most 
important backers are Socialist 
Resistance (the British section of the 
Fourth International), the right wing 
of the International Socialist Network 
(Tom Walker and Richard Seymour) 
and old hands such as Nick Long, 
Mike Marqusee and Sean Thompson. 

LPP is inspired by and wishes 
to emulate parties in Europe such 
as Die Linke in Germany, Syriza 
in Greece, the Front de Gauche in 
France, etc. A hostage to fortune if 
ever there was one. Take Die Linke. 


One of its two main components 
was WASG (Wahlalternative Soziale 
Gerechtigkeit), a minor split from the 
Social Democratic Party. The other 
component, by far the bigger, was 
the Party of Democratic Socialism, 
the organisational continuation of the 
ruling Socialist Unity Party in the 
German Democratic Republic. 

Because of where it came from, 
because it lacks clear principles, because 
it is not committed to working class 
political independence, because its 
leaders hunger for a return to political 
office, Die Linke would eagerly, 
effortlessly, unhesitatingly enter a ‘red- 
red’ coalition government with the SDP 
after September’s federal elections. 

What would happen then? A shift 
to the left? Lighting the beacon of 
social progress? Rapid moves towards 
socialism? Hardly. I would guess that 
the same would happen in Germany 
today as happened in the past when 
the left joined coalition governments 
either with social democrats or some 
sort of radical bourgeois party. The left 


is given a ministry or three. Usually, 
however, that includes the ministry 
of labour; and the said minister 
of labour proceeds to intervene to 
stop strikes, keep wage demands 
reasonable, sabotage opposition to 
redundancies, etc. What happens then? 
Swathes of workers stop voting for 
the left. We get a horrendous round 
of demoralisation and the return of a 
rightwing government. 

And in Germany it has already 
happened - albeit at a regional level. 
In Berlin Die Linke disastrously 
participated in a red-red coalition 
with the SDR Inevitably it voted 
for ‘left cuts’ instead of ‘right cuts’. 
Does anyone really believe that 
either Syriza or the Front de Gauche 
is any different? No, in terms of their 
political DNA they are basically the 
same. Such parties should serve as 
a warning. Not be a model. And, 
after all, in Britain we have already 
witnessed the abject failures of the 
Socialist Alliance, Respect and the 
Scottish Socialist Party (the latter 


still doggedly supported by Socialist 
Resistance). Obviously LPP needs 
self-imposed amnesia when it comes 
to history, especially recent history. 

LPP is convinced that voters in 
Britain are ready and waiting for a 
“viable political alternative to the 
left of Labour”. This alternative is, 
of course, to be the Left Party, which 
is to do more than just defend and 
restore the “gains of the past”. LPP 
advocates the “democratisation of our 
society, economy, state and political 
institutions, transforming these arenas 
in the interests of the majority”. All 
rather vague, as is the claim to be 
informed by the “values of equality 
and justice: socialist, feminist, 
environmentalist and against all forms 
of discrimination”. 1 

So is LPP committed to superseding 
capitalism “in the interests of the 
majority”? Or does LPP want to leave 
the door open for those who wish to 
manage capitalism “in the interests 
of the majority”? Does LPP reject the 
idea that the existing state machine 


must be broken up, swept away and 
replaced? Who knows? The ambiguity 
is not the result of sloppy drafting. It 
is calculated, deliberate ... and in the 
last analysis cynical. 

The big idea is to recruit as many 
as possible, as quickly as possible, 
as easily as possible into Left 
Unity. A leftwing version of the UK 
Independence Party, according to 
some LPP comrades. Everyone who is 
against neoliberalism, everyone who 
opposes war, fascism and racism must 
be included. Socialists, yes. Stalinites, 
yes. Anarchists, yes. Left Labourites, 
yes. Greens, yes. If this improbable 
amalgam can be put together and kept 
together, the conviction is that this will 
help unleash a huge popular upswell 
that will, stage by stage, totally 
refashion British society. 

However, the attempt to achieve 
broadness comes at a cost. Marxism, 
the October 1917 revolution, the 
Communist International, Stalin’s 
counterrevolutionary terror, the decline 
of capitalism, the undemocratic nature 
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of Cuba, working class rule, socialism, 
etc, must be kept private, hidden away, 
problemised in Left Unity. Debating 
such big questions, learning from the 
past, taking an unambiguous stand on 
the monstrous crimes perpetrated in the 
name of socialism will fracture unity 
and frighten away so-called ‘ordinary 
people’. As a result comrades in 
Socialist Resistance are to be found 
busily opposing calls for Left Unity 
to specifically include working class 
rule and socialism as a defining aim. 
Maybe the organisation should rename 
itself once again. Sad to say, ‘Resisting 
Socialism’ would be a more accurate 
description of its current practice in 
Left Unity. The British section of the 
Fourth International is fast in danger of 
becoming the Blairites of Trotskyism. 

Revealing the muddle, the 
confusion, the need to face two ways 
at once, Socialist Resistance comrades 
have signed an LPP ‘background’ 
document, where they collectively 
describe themselves as “socialist” - 
“because our vision of society is one 
where the meeting of human needs is 
paramount, not one which is driven 
by the quest for private profit and the 
enrichment of a few”. 

Even this Janus stance is 
theoretically inadequate. I Googled 
the phrase, “meeting of human needs 
is paramount”. Within 0.27 seconds 
I got 100 million results. First on 
the list came the National Society of 
Professional Engineers and its code 
of ethics. 2 As for “ private profit and 
the enrichment of a few”, have the 
comrades not heard of nationalised 
industries, insurance companies, 
pension funds, the John Lewis 
partnership and giant transnationals 
such as BP, GlaxoSmithKline and 
Samsung? The essence of capitalism is 
not “private profit and the enrichment 
of the few”. It is wage-labour and the 
self-expansion of capital. 

Of course, there are those 
‘sophisticates’ who now and again 
whisper in your ear that what they are 
doing is cleverly applying the ‘method’ 
of Leon Trotsky’s 1938 Transitional 
programme. I find it impossible to 
believe that Trotsky would have 
signed up to the LPP. Either way, 
what we have with the ‘transitional 
method’ circa 2013 is pure elitism. 
The illuminati know what the ultimate 
aim is. But ‘ordinary people’ are not 
ready for that yet. So they are to be led, 
step by step, campaign by campaign, 
vote by vote, strike by strike, through a 
series of ever rising struggles that will 
eventually culminate in a Left Unity 
government (perhaps an example of 
the ‘dictatorship of the proletariat’ - 
though the mass of the proletariat will 
doubtless remain ignorant of that till 
after the great event). 

The ‘transitional method’certainly 
informs the Class Struggle Platfonn. It 
is written and promoted by members of 
Workers Power. However, where LPP 
(rightly) concerns itself with ‘aims 
and principles’, the CSP is fixated 
on immediate issues and immediate 
demands that purportedly dominate 
the political stage this autumn. Eg, the 
bedroom tax, benefits cuts, domestic 
violence, etc. Apparently these are 
“the very struggles which must win 
if we are to develop the force that 
will actually create socialism.” 3 The 
comrades appear to believe that 
revolution is just round the corner. 
Socialism will be realised forthwith 
if sufficient numbers get angry and get 
active over “the real class struggles”. 
Delusion and bombast aside, CSP is a 
strange document, given that it is to be 
presented to the founding conference 
of Left Unity in November. CSP is, in 
fact, a feverish action programme that 
will serve Workers Power for the next 
month or two. As a statement of aims 
and principles for a “new working 
class” party it falls flat. 

Although the LPP is cringingly 
moderate and the CSP is breathlessly 
militant, yes, ironically they both 
derive from the same ‘method’. And 


we have seen where it leads. Small 
sects trying, but always failing, to 
manipulate and deceive masses of 
people. In essence a return to the 
impotent conspiracies and fantasies 
of Mikhail Bakunin. 

Socialist Platform 

What of the Socialist Platform? The 
Provisional Central Committee of the 
CPGB welcomed its publication and 
has called for Left Unity members to 
support it. However, there is room for 
improvement and we have submitted 
a few amendments (see p9). Wisely, 
and very positively, the Socialist 
Platform was not presented on a 
‘take it or leave it’ basis by its initial 
sponsors. There is to be a meeting of 
the Socialist Platform on September 
14, which will consider and vote on 
motions, amendments, etc. 

The Socialist Platform represents 
the only correct approach if Left Unity 
it is not to be yet another fiasco. Begin 
with a theoretically underpinned 
statement of aims and principles. 
From these solid foundations 
patiently construct, educate and 
steel an organisation of many 
millions. Naturally that party must 
be democratic, encourage initiative at 
every level and hold wayward leaders 
to account. Nevertheless, I make no 
apology for describing this approach 
as ‘top-down’. The starting point is 
neither current concerns nor existing 
consciousness. No, it is Marxist 
theory, the lessons of history and the 
goal of working class power. 

Yet, given their experience of 
the awful ‘official communist’ and 
‘official Trotskyite’ regimes, there 
are honest and sincere comrades who 
instinctively object to this formula. 
Instead they call for Left Unity to be 
built ‘bottom-up’. As with all such 
words, phrases and formulations, 
such as ‘Marxism’, ‘Leninism’, 
‘communism’, ‘the dictatorship of the 
proletariat’, ‘democratic centralism’ 
and ‘revolutionary programme’, we 
must try to understand what is really 
being argued, meant and intended 
here. After all, our movement has 
been tragically separated, divided, 
disorganised into numerous parties, 
groups and sects over many years. All 
too frequently then, we mean different 
things when we say the same thing. 
There is a disjuncture between speaker 
and listener. 

It is reminiscent of the Polynesian 
peoples and their colonisation of the 
Pacific. They headed out from the 
Bismarck Archipelago in 700 (or 
thereabouts) and settled one island 
after another. Their descendants 
finally reached Tonga and Samoa 900 
years later. While they all remained 
part of the same Lapita culture, for 
the most part their 40 main languages 
developed in isolation. There was 
little, if any, two-way communication. 
Hence, although the languages spoken 
by Polynesian peoples are closely 
related and have many words in 
common, when a Niuean talks to a 
Tahitian there is often a failure to grasp 
nuance, frequent misunderstandings 
and sometimes total incomprehension. 

So when former members of the 
Socialist Workers Party or the Socialist 
Party in England and Wales hear us in 
the CPGB talk about building a mass 
Communist Party ‘top-down’ they 
think Charlie Kimber, they think Peter 
Taaffe, they think bans on factions, 
they think bureaucratic centralism, they 
think undemocratic expulsions, they 
think unreadable papers. Of course, 
it works both ways. When we in the 
CPGB hear former members of the 
Socialist Workers Party talk about a 
‘broad party’ and building ‘bottom- 
up’ we think that they have given up 
on Marxism, lost sight of socialism 
and do not grasp the necessity of a 
revolutionary programme. That might 
be true for some ex-SWP members. But 
it is obviously not true for all of them. 

The reality is that the LPP and CSP 
are both ‘top-down’. It is just that their 


authors want to appear to be user-friendly, 
unthreatening and uncontaminated by 
bureaucratic practices. While that is in 
some ways understandable and positive, 
there can be no escaping the fact that 
neither the LPP nor the CSP appeared 
out of thin air. They were presumably 
written by one or two individuals and 
then amended and approved by a few 
select friends. Only after that were they 
launched for others to sign. Moreover, 
as already suggested, both platforms 
have a deep history, a history that can 
in fact be traced back to the first four 
congresses of the Third International, 
to the International Left Opposition, 
to the Transitional programme and 
to the subsequent splits, fusions and 
fragmentations of the various ‘Fourth 
Internationals’. Now, if we are to be 
honest, all that is top-down. And that is 
not a criticism. I am not accusing those 
who wrote or signed the LPP and CSP 
of bad motives. I just happen to think 
that they are wrong. 

Three principles 

So what about improving the Socialist 
Platform? We do not propose at 
the moment to add a minimum 
programme to it. That can wait. 
We view the Socialist Platform 
as providing the main planks of a 
maximum programme along the 
lines of the opening section of the 
Erfurt programme agreed by German 
Marxists in 1891. 

Nowadays it is a ultra-leftist 
commonplace to dismiss the Erfurt 
programme as a reformist profession 
of faith. That is, of course, to 
deliberately ignore the call for the 
“transformation of the capitalist 
private ownership of the means of 
production - land and soil, pits and 
mines, raw materials, tools, machines, 
means of transportation - into social 
property”. It is to deliberately ignore 
the call for the “emancipation not only 
of the proletariat, but of the entire 
human race”. It is to deliberately 
ignore the call for the working 
“having” to obtain “political power”. 4 

It is also to deliberately ignore the 
fact that Erfurt provided the model for 
the programme of Marxists in Russia. 
A programme, almost needless to say, 
defended and developed by Lenin and 
the Bolshevik wing of the Russian 
Social Democratic Party. And let us 
not forget that the “one great fault” 
located by Fredrick Engels in his 
critique was not the absence of blood¬ 
curdling references to revolution. No, 
it was the failure to include the demand 
for the democratic republic. There 
was the fear of another anti-socialist 
clampdown, which he appreciated. 
But Engels desperately wanted a 
formulation to get the idea over - 
after all, “our party and the working 
class can only come to power under 
the form of the democratic republic”. 5 

The maximum programme we are 
advocating is based on three main 
principles. One, extreme democracy 
in society, in the workplace, in the 
trade unions and in the party. In other 
words, freedom of speech, regular 
elections, recallability, rotation of 
office-holders, etc. Two, working 
class political independence. 
Deals with other parties, yes, when 
necessary, but no governmental 
coalitions with parties committed 
to running capitalism. The working 
class must be organised into its 
own political party, a party that 
aspires to conquer political power 
for the working class and abolish 
capitalism. Three, the working 
class is international. Its liberation 
requires global action and global 
coordination. Therefore our party 
does not just offer solidarity to the 
working class in France, Germany, 
Greece, Iran, Egypt, etc. They are 
our brothers and sisters and as such 
we envisage organising together 
in the closest unity, a Communist 
International, in order to achieve 
our goal of human freedom. It is 
these principles that we want to 


strengthen, clarify and bring to the 
fore in the Socialist Platform. 

We also need to be clear about 
what we are against. Does the 1945 
Labour government of Clement Attlee 
have anything to do with the rule of 
the working class? No, there were 
concessions to the working class, but 
the Labour Party managed capitalism, 
tried to preserve the British empire 
and allied itself with US imperialism. 
What about Stalin’s USSR? Does it 
have anything do with the socialism 
and the rule of the working class? 
No, the Soviet working class was 
a slave class. Nationalisation, the 
collectivisation of agriculture and the 
elimination of unemployment is not 
the same as socialism. What about 
Cuba, China, Venezuela? Again, no, 
no and no - whatever the pretences, 
they are not examples of socialism. 

But do we want to stop at 
socialism, which, after all, must be 
a form of the state? No, we aim for 
something far higher. Socialism is 
the rule of the working class, a class 
which is, however, already ceasing 
to be a class. Crucially, socialism 
is the transition to communism - a 
globally organised society, which 
knows no money, no state, no country, 
no women’s oppression, no limit to 
human achievement. Only communism 
can realise the principle, “From each 
according to their abilities; to each 
according to their needs”. In that sense 
socialism is not an end to be fought for 
in its own right. Socialism is the means 
towards the goal of human freedom. 

Why do we need the vision of 
communism? It is both practical and 
necessary. Throughout most of the 
natural history of humanity we have 
been communists. Class society has 
been around for a mere 10,000 years. 
Our species has its origins going 
back some 200,000 years. So there is 
nothing predestined, inborn or natural 
about greed, exploitation and sexual 
oppression. Indeed today without 
getting rid of class society and moving 
towards communism our species faces 
an uncertain future - war, pandemic, 
economic stagnation, global warming, 
etc. And, to say the least, the vision 
of communism would strengthen no 
end our current prospects in the class 
struggle. Who is going to be the best 
fighters against cuts, privatisations, 
sackings, the victimisation of trade 
union reps? A class that clings to 
the vain hope of returning to 1945? 
Or a class committed to realising 
communism and human freedom. One 
only needs ask the question to arrive 
at the answer. 

Two other points. 

We think that the question of 
Europe is of cardinal importance. 
The present formulation in Socialist 
Platform is garbled, reads like a fudge 
and is open to misrepresentation too. 
Replacing the European Union with a 
“confederation of socialist societies”? 6 
Socialist societies? Have we done 
away with the state? Do we consider 
nations, borders a permanent feature 
of human life? Surely not. 

The EU should certainly constitute 
our point of departure. We should 
organise within and against the existing 
EU. Hence all perspectives based on, 
or which imply or pander to, the break¬ 
up of the EU - for example, through a 
British withdrawal - should be rejected 
outright. Socialism and the nationalism 
of ‘official’ communism’s British 
road to socialism and No2EU are 
counterposed, unrelated, antithetical. 

The bourgeoisie is highly unlikely 
to realise a United States of Europe. 
It is surely impossible to form a 
voluntary union of capitalist states 
in Europe. A Bonaparte, a Bismarck, 
a Hitler would be required. Hence, 
although we might expect German 
power to increase considerably over 
the coming period, the chances are 
that the EU will stagger on as a highly 
unbalanced confederacy with one 
political crisis following another. 

So what should replace the EU 


of the council of ministers, the 
commissioners, the 28 member-states 
and the treaties of Rome, Maastricht 
and Lisbon? Our view is well known. 
The working class must come to power 
over the whole of Europe. That is, it 
should be stressed, an integral part of 
a grand strategy for world revolution. 
The working class might first move 
in a Brazil or a South Korea. Such 
countries could quite conceivably 
constitute themselves the global 
vanguard. But, as things stand at 
present, and for the foreseeable future, 
Europe alone offers the only realistic 
prospect of a decisive breakthrough. 
It has the long socialist tradition, the 
deep organisation and the accumulated 
wealth needed for socialism. With the 
example of a socialist Europe before 
them, the working masses in the third 
world would soon be clamouring for 
revolution. The working class in North 
America would surely follow in quick 
time and secure the final and complete 
victory of socialism. 

Naturally, a socialist Europe 
requires a socialist constitution. A 
confederation is more or less what 
we have now. A loose combination of 
states. But the working class needs 
centralisation if it is to successfully 
crush capitalist revolts and face 
down the threat of US-sponsored 
counterrevolutionary war. That means 
the “one and indivisible republic” 
(Engels). Why on earth would we 
want a situation where a Luxembourg 
or a Slovenia can opt out and 
constitute themselves an organising 
centre for capitalist restoration? The 
working class would be well advised 
to introduce a unified state. Yes, 
power must be concentrated as far as 
necessary ... and devolved downwards 
as far as possible. Local autonomy 
and regional self-government do not 
contradict the unified state. 

Lastly, we have proposed an 
additional clause to the Socialist 
Platform - this came out of informal 
discussions at Communist University 
between Left Unity members. A 
common accusation coming from 
supporters of LPP is that the Socialist 
Platform is set on excluding people. 
If we are honest, that contains a truth. 
However, all parties draw lines which 
distinguish between who can be and 
who cannot be a member. Churches 
and trade unions, football and chess 
clubs, Facebook groups and debating 
societies do the same. Of course, the 
aim is to convince millions to join us 
because we have convinced them, won 
them to our vision of socialism and 
human freedom. 

But we are not insisting that 
members have to agree with 
everything in the aims and principles, 
let alone the full programme. There 
must be room for learning from 
experience, for disagreement, for 
those who argue for an alteration to 
this or that clause. As long as this does 
not involve a challenge to fundamental 
principles, such arguments can be and 
should be contained. Hence we say 
that members of Left Unity should be 
required to ‘accept’, not ‘agree’ with, 
its aims and principles. 

In other words, members are being 
asked to view democratically arrived 
at programmatic positions as the basis 
of joint action. That goes hand in hand 
with the right to form platforms or 
factions - call them what you may. 
Members can organise together with 
co-thinkers and publicly argue for 
their positions. Without that Left 
Unity would shrivel into just another 
confessional sect. And that is in the 
interests of no-one • 

Notes 

1. http://leftunity.org/left-party-platform-state- 
ment. 

2. www.nspe. org/Ethics/CodeofEthics/index.html. 

3. http://leftunity.org/the-class-struggle-platform. 

4. www.marxists.org/history/intemational/social- 
democracy/1891 /erfurt-program.htm. 

5. K Marx and F Engels CW Vol 27, London 
1990, pp225-26. 

6. http://leftunity.org/socialist-platform-statement- 
of-aims-and-principles. 
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Self-liberation, not manipulation 

Nick Wrack was the second speaker at the ‘Fighting for a mass party’ session 



Not our vision of socialism 


omrades, first of all, I would 
like to thank the CPGB for 
inviting me to participate in 
this discussion, and I think the way 
that Jack has approached this is 
important: it is a discussion, as far as 
I am concerned, rather than a debate 
between antagonistic positions. In 
Left Unity and in the broader labour 
movement there is the need for an 
exploration of the sort of ideas that 
can arm the working class for its 
strategic objective, which is to take 
power. So these discussions are 
extremely important. 

I would also like to pick up on 
a metaphor that Jack used in his 
opening contribution. I do not know 
if he is historically or geographically 
correct in terms of the migrations of 
people in Polynesia, but the metaphor 
is similar to one I have used in the 
past concerning Darwin’s finches in 
the Galapagos Islands. Darwin noted 
that the same species was present on 
different islands, but they had been 
separated for so long that a large 
number of varieties had developed - 
different permutations of tail feathers, 
colours and so on. Yet it was clear that 
they were all still finches. 

And the Marxist left in many 
ways is like this. The separation of 
the different groups, for reasons that 
we do not have time to go into today 
- whether it is the Socialist Workers 
Party, the Socialist Party, Socialist 
Resistance, Workers Power or the 
CPGB - have ended up on their 
own little islands. Society and even 
the labour movement is so big that 
each of these groups can go along 
quite happily without coming into 
any proper contact - or debate or 
discussion - with the others. So we 
learn our own terminology and inside 
our own meetings we know exactly 
what we mean by a certain word. We 
develop our own methods and tactics 
and these things become habituated in 
our very being as socialist activists. 
We really need to dismantle those 
barriers - to bring those islands 
together - and start talking. 

And it is very important when we 
are talking that we define the terms 
that we use. Inside Left Unity there 
has been a lot of talk as to whether 
we should call ourselves socialists, 
whether we should openly state that 
our aim is socialism. I think it is very 
important to understand that different 
people are saying these things for a 
number of reasons. 

Some do so because they are 
genuinely not socialists - they are 
hostile to socialism. One LU supporter 
recently posted a comment saying he 
is a mutualist - he has clearly thought 
about it and decided that he is not a 
socialist. If I did some research into 
mutualism I might find that we have 
areas of agreement, but the point is 
that he declares he is not a socialist. 

There are other people who, 
because of the defeats and the 
setbacks of our class over the last 30 
years particularly, think that in order 
to advance we must refrain from 
calling ourselves socialist or talking 
about socialism - the word itself has 
been tainted or tarnished. There is, 
of course, a large element of truth in 
that, so it is important not merely to 
criticise such people: we must engage 
them in that discussion. 

There are, though, other people 
expressing similar views who are 
dyed-in-the-wool, committed, 
convinced Marxists - the words that 
they use and the discussion in their 
meetings are about the revolutionary 
transformation of society. I regard 
such people as comrades, but I do not 
agree with them on this point. I do not 


agree that in order to get from where 
we are now to where we hope to be in 
the future - that is, in a position where 
the working class is able to take power 
and transform society - we must argue 
for less than what we believe in. I find 
this deeply disturbing, troubling and 
worrisome. But it actually reflects 
an approach which I would like to 
elaborate upon. 

Alternative vision 

But first let me respond to Jack’s 
contribution, pretty much all of 
which I agree with. I think that the 
proposed amendments to the Socialist 
Platform statement put forward by 
the CPGB are very interesting and 
I am completely open to discussing 
these at our meeting on September 
14. We have already added some 
formulations, such as our objection 
to imperialist wars and military 
interventions, which was not in the 
original draft. No doubt there may 
be things we will have to express 
differently or add to. 

I agree with Jack on one of the 
central themes: our vision. What 
inspires us? What inspired each of us 
to become a communist, a Marxist, a 
socialist, a revolutionary? It was the 
idea that all the shit (which is what 
it is) that we have to put up with in 
our daily lives, all the impediments 


and obstacles that our families have 
to endure - whether it is our parents, 
as they get older, or our children or 
grandchildren with all their incredible 
talents, abilities and potential - simply 
hold them back in so many ways. 

Yet we believe in the power of 
our class and the process of change 
because of our understanding of 
history. We believe that there is an 
alternative. And when we say that there 
is an alternative, we do not mean that 
there is an alternative way of doing 
capitalism (and in this connection 
there is something in the debate that 
needs to be teased out: when in the 
Left Party Platform statement they 
write, “There is an alternative”, we 
need to ask, ‘Well, what is it?’) 

It is all very well talking about “an 
alternative” in terms of the need to tax 
the rich and spend more. Don’t get 
me wrong: I am not opposed to that. 
But the alternative I am talking about 
is a fundamental, root-and-branch 
transformation of the very way in 
which society is organised. So that it 
is no longer organised in the interests 
of a tiny class - less than one percent of 
the population; so that it is organised 
in the interests of the mass, of the 
majority, of the whole of humanity, so 
that everybody can aspire to whatever 
it is they want. 

What is our ultimate goal? It is 


a classless society. It is a society of 
abundance. It is a society without 
a state. This is our vision of a new 
society, in which everyone can 
develop to their fullest potential and 
where Marx’s aphorism, “From each 
according to their ability; to each 
according to their need”, can be put 
into practice. 

Today children in some parts 
of the world do not have a hope in 
hell of getting to the age of five, 
millions of women still die in labour, 
two billion people live on less 
than a pound a day. Yet we have a 
tremendous, inspirational vision for 
humanity - almost seven billion people 
across the planet - for a completely 
different form of society. That vision 
is something that we should not just 
meekly put forward in discussions 
with the few with whom we talk about 
socialism: we should be proclaiming 
what the Marxists of the past would 
call the ‘good news’! It may sound a 
bit religious, and I am not a religious 
person, but ‘Have you heard the good 
news?’ That you do not have to live 
like this? That your children and your 
grandchildren do not have to grow up 
in the same society as you? We are 
combating an ideology - an ideology 
that has been reinforced over the last 
several decades, and this is part of the 
problem we are confronting. 


I think that even amongst a section 
of the Marxists confidence has been 
dented. So we have got to go out and 
tell people how things can be different. 
We must begin a debate, a dialogue. 
Part of creating a new party which 
aims for an alternative to austerity 
and to the destruction of things that 
we have grown used to surely is to 
actually say what that alternative is. 
It is not just ‘If we tax the banks and 
the rich we will have a bit more money 
for this or that’. That is merely putting 
a little bit of sugar on the gruel, when 
what we want is a full, bountiful meal. 
We must inspire people with our aims, 
our visions. 

An ideological offensive has 
undermined the idea of change: 
‘Things have always been like this’; 
‘You can’t change things, so just accept 
your lot’. But there are examples of an 
alternative throughout history and we 
have to be the people who point to it, 
who insist that actually you can change 
things and that society itself, life 
itself, is a constant process of change. 
And what we want is a fundamental 
change, a fundamental breach with 
this system, with capitalism. If you 
want to call it a revolution, then, yes, 
call it a revolution. 

I agree with what Jack talked about 
in terms of the programme, because the 
Socialist Platform has been criticised 
for being inexact about the transition 
from capitalism to socialism - as if we 
ought to include in the programme 
how we perceive the molecular 
process of the revolution will progress 
in the future. People are critical of the 
platform because it does not mention 
soviets, for example. For me that is 
not something that should go into the 
platform statement; rather we should 
stress the independence of the class, the 
class acting for itself, armed with the 
ideas that we have begun to elaborate 
and to which others can be added. 

This platform is obviously part of 
a discussion which is ongoing in Left 
Unity. But it is not just a discussion for 
Left Unity: it is for the whole labour 
movement. We need to be trying to 
create a discussion throughout the 
entire society. We want a discussion 
about the nature of the society that 
we live in, about the nature of the 
economy that dominates our lives; 
about the people who run our society. 
Let us try to have this debate and 
challenge people to discuss it with us. 

Imagine if a Left Unity 
spokesperson is invited onto 
Newsnight, for example, and is asked 
the question, ‘What sort of party is 
your party?’Are they going to answer, 
‘A socialist party’? And if they are 
asked, ‘What do you mean by that?’ 
they will have to have answers. ‘Do 
you mean like the Labour Party in 
1945?’ Well, do we? No, we don’t! 
However many reforms the Labour 
government implemented, anyone 
with eyes can see that it is all being 
taken away. Why? Because, so long 
as capitalism remains in place, any 
reforms, any gains will be constantly 
under threat and will eventually be 
taken away if we do not act to prevent 
that. We want to live in a society 
where we do not have to get up in the 
morning facing another campaign to 
save another hospital. Strange as it 
may seem, we want a society where 
there are hospitals and medicine for 
everybody. 

Put people off? 

One of the criticisms that I just find 
hard to comprehend is that if we put 
these ideas forward we will put people 
off. Let me put together a combination 
of different arguments by way of 
example: ‘You want a narrow party,’ 
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it is said. Yes, I want a party of just 
me! That way I can avoid having 
disagreements (though even then I am 
constantly arguing and disagreeing 
with myself). 

No, actually we want a party of 
millions. We think that we can get 
a party of millions. Why? Because 
we are confident in our ideas. We 
think that if we explain our ideas, 
painstakingly, slowly, patiently, 
enthusiastically, in all sorts of different 
media, we will be able to persuade 
people. Frankly, if what we are saying 
is too narrow, if those ideas are not 
capable of enthusing and inspiring 
millions of people, then we may as 
well pack up now. Society cannot be 
transformed; there can be no socialist 
transformation, in fact, there will be 
no revolution unless it is carried out 
by the majority in society, the working 
class majority. 

So this argument actually goes back 
to the comprehension of both what a 
revolution is and what a revolutionary 
party is. Is a revolution a conscious act 
of the majority of the working class 
who have been won to socialist ideas? 
Or is it the act of a minority in society, 
a putschist or a Blanquist approach to 
change? I am not in favour of that. I 
do not think it can work. 

But hang on a second. Some of 
the people who say that the Socialist 
Platform is too narrow are, as I have 
established, themselves Marxists and 
actually probably agree with 90% of 
the platform, though they may write it 
in a different style (and I would have 
no problem with that). But to those 
people who do agree with the platform 
and then say that it is too narrow I 
would ask: ‘So how are you going to 
change things? You’re recruiting to 
your group on the basis that you say 
that your interpretation of Marxism is 
correct, but isn’t it largely in line with 
what our platform says? And if you 
think that the Socialist Platform is too 
narrow then doesn’t it follow that your 
own programme is too narrow as well? 
And if your own programme is too 
narrow shouldn’t we all give up and 
go and do something else?’ The fact is 
our platform is not too narrow at all. 

We recognise where we are starting 
from. We are realists. (And here in 
large part I agree with the criticisms 
Jack made of the Workers Power 
platform - even from the point of 
view of today’s tactics I do not think 
they start where we are in terms of the 
class. I still hope that Workers Power 
will support the Socialist Platform.) 
So who are we going to put off? 
We may not persuade everybody 
immediately - in fact, I know we 
will not! But I would rather start 
with ideas that are clear, not vague 
and nebulous and capable of any 
number of different interpretations. 
To build anything that will last you 
need to get the foundations correct. 
You can always add to it in numerous 
ways once they are in place. It is not a 
question of just laying down the bricks 
in any old order, using a bit of this 
material and a bit of that material, as 
though it doesn’t really matter what 
we do with them because all we need 
to do is build something now. We need 
to be clear from the beginning what it 
is we are trying to do. 

Another argument alleges: 
‘You’re only interested in abstract 
propaganda.’ The obverse of that 
is that we are not interested in 
campaigns. You do wonder sometimes 
if the people making these accusations 
about the Socialist Platform have 
actually read anything that those 
who support it have written or said. 
No socialist worth their salt ignores 
the active day-to-day struggle that 
our class is engaged in. We support 
it, we participate in it. But we try to 
do more - and that has nothing to do 
with ‘elitism’ or ‘hectoring’. If we 
can give concrete tactical advice in 
relation to a particular struggle, then, 
yes, great. But we also try to locate 
each particular fight within the greater 


class struggle - the battle in society 
over the surplus. What about a battle 
where the end result is one where we 
are in control of what is produced, so 
we do not need to have those day-to- 
day battles any more? 

Let us go back to the criticism that 
‘You’ll put people off.’ Place yourself 
in Lewisham when a few months ago 
25,000 people marched to save their 
hospital. Now I do not know what 
the political views of the majority of 
that crowd were, but I do know that 
they were in favour of defending the 
hospital. So we say to them, yes, we 
have to fight to save this hospital, but 
we will surely end up talking about 
politics in general. As communists, 
as socialists, we will surely explain 
how that struggle fits into our vision 
of society as a whole - a vision of a 
society where there would be medical 
facilities and healthcare freely available 
because the people would control 
production and determine how labour¬ 
time is allocated and what it produces. 
Presumably the person we are talking 
to will then say, ‘I can’t talk to you any 
more - you’ve put me off. I’m only 
interested in saving the hospital.’ 

The thing is, when you begin to 
break it down, the argument is quite 
bonkers. I am not saying that every 
conversation we have ends up with 
someone becoming a committed 
Marxist, but isn’t that actually how 
we all start! 

People new to politics read a 
news story or see an image. Perhaps 
it is a hospital closure, a policeman 
beating up a student or a young black 
kid. Perhaps it is Marikana or Egypt. 
But it makes their blood boil. You 
can imagine young kids searching 
out answers on the internet and 


coming across Marxism, socialism, 
communism and they start looking 
into it. They think, this is really 
interesting. We want a party for them 
to turn to, a party that spreads those 
ideas and over a period of time builds 
up an army of persuaders, of activists 
who will disseminate the ideas of 
socialist change. 

Anti-capitalist? 

However, the argument continues, 
‘No, in this period, we have to 
tailor things down so we don’t upset 
anyone, so nobody walks away.’ 
The Left Party Platform talks about 
“anti-capitalist parties” in Europe, 
whose example we should follow. 
Well, yes, I am in favour of an 
anti-capitalist party. But then the 
comrades go on to describe them as 
“anti-capitalist parties that stand again 
neoliberalism”. For me, there is a 
problem in that formulation. Because 
if you are standing against capitalism 
that is one thing, but if you are against 
neoliberalism then that is something 
different. Now people would say that I 
am a pedant. But it is important in my 
opinion to have a degree of pedantry 
in these things. We are not just against 
neoliberalism. If we say that it gives 
the impression that somehow we 
can go back to a capitalism before 
neoliberalism which will allow us to 
stop austerity. 

Maybe that is the 1945 thing - 
though, to be fair to Ken Loach, I do 
not actually think that is what his film 
was saying. Some comrades think 
that Ken Loach is somehow calling 
for a return to the post-war Labour 
government, but The spirit of ’45 is 
about how the yearning for change, for 
socialist transformation, was betrayed 


by social democracy. Social democracy 
just tinkered with things: it took the 
plate of gruel that you would not want 
to eat and sprinkled some sugar on it, 
attempting to make it palatable for a 
while. Yet we want to get rid of the 
plate of gruel - sugar or no sugar. 

The Left Party Platform talks 
about these anti-capitalist, or anti¬ 
neoliberal, parties that are “fighting 
for alternative social, economic and 
political policies”, and no doubt they 
are. Actually I think it is a good thing 
that in the absence of anything else 
these parties have come into being, but 
I do not think that they are the answer. 
What are these “alternative social, 
economic and political policies”? 

There seems to be a suggestion that 
austerity has simply an ideological 
cause. As if these nasty capitalists - and 
I have no doubt that they are nasty - have 
said to themselves, ‘What we need is an 
ideological attack on the welfare state’. 
They do not like it because it takes from 
what they think they should be getting. 
And when there is a crisis in their system 
(I think it is a crisis of profitability, but 
that is an interesting debate we can 
have some other time), they need to 
make sure that they keep getting what 
they think they deserve. And this is the 
reason for social democracy’s collapse 
even further to the right: any party 
that comes into government trying to 
manage capitalism will end up operating 
according to capitalist imperatives. 

Social democracy has existed in 
embryonic form since the beginning. 
You could see the seeds of it in the 
Social Democratic Party of Germany 
with Bernstein. Social democracy is 
like a Trojan horse inside the labour 
movement bringing in alien ideas. It is 
like the serpent in the garden of Eden 


whispering, ‘Bite the apple!’ ‘Take 
office! ’ We reject all of that. Socialism 
for us is about transforming humanity, 
inaugurating a new world. 

Yes, that is going to take time - 
following all the setbacks we have 
had we are starting from a low point. 
But I am optimistic. I think that there 
are tens of thousands of conscious 
socialists out there and if there was 
a party that began to articulate and to 
fight for and to champion their ideas 
clearly, confidently, I think a lot of 
people would join it and it could begin 
to implant itself in society, drawing in 
new layers into struggle. 

Some people have read our 
platform and thought that we are 
suggesting that, since we are putting 
forward a statement of aims and 
principles for changing society, we 
think it is going to happen tomorrow. 
We do not. That could not be further 
from the truth. It is going to be a long, 
slow, painful process, in which things 
will accelerate at times and be slower 
at other times. 

However, when you set off on 
a journey it is a good idea to know 
where you are going. We have a 
destination. Our destination is the 
classless society. So the question is, 
what is our route map, what is our line 
of march? So can we not agree in Left 
Unity that that is our goal? Or will 
people say, ‘No, that is not our goal. 
Our goal is to get a few people elected 
into parliament’? If we start by saying 
that our goal is the classless society, 
everything else falls into place and can 
be seen in perspective. 

And another good idea if you are 
going on a journey is to equip yourself 
properly. In our case with some good, 
solid aims and principles • 


Socialist Platform - amendments 

The CPGB will be proposing changes to the platform at the September 14 
meeting of supporters 


1. The [Left Unity] party is a 
socialist party. Its aim is to bring 
about the end of capitalism and its 
replacement by socialism. 

CPGB amendment 

• Delete second sentence and 
insert: “It seeks to bring about 
the end of capitalism and its 
replacement by the rule of the 
working class. Our ultimate aim 
is a society based on the principle 
of ‘from each according to their 
abilities; to each according to their 
needs’. A moneyless, classless, 
stateless society, within which each 
individual can develop their fullest 
individuality.” 

2. Under capitalism, production 
is carried out solely to make a 
profit for the few, regardless of the 
needs of society or damage to the 
environment. Capitalism does not 
and cannot be made to work in the 
interests of the majority. Its state and 
institutions will have to be replaced 
by ones that act in the interests of 
the majority. 

CPGB amendments 

• First sentence: delete “solely” and 
substitute “predominantly”. 

• Delete the last two sentences and 
insert: “Neither capitalism nor its 
state apparatus can be made to work 
in the interests of the mass of the 
population. The rule of the working 
class requires a state to defend itself, 
but a state that is withering away, a 
semi-state.” 

3. Socialism means complete 
political, social and economic 
democracy. It requires a 
fundamental breach with capitalism. 
It means a society in which the 


wealth and the means of production 
are no longer in private hands, but 
are owned in common. Everyone 
will have the right to participate 
in deciding how the wealth of 
society is used and how production 
is planned to meet the needs of all 
and to protect the natural world on 
which we depend. We reject the idea 
that the undemocratic regimes that 
existed in the former Soviet Union 
and other countries were socialist. 
CPGB amendments 

• First sentence: delete “complete” 
and substitute the words “the 
fullest”. 

• Last sentence: change full stop to 
a comma and insert: “represented 
either the political rule of the 
working class or some kind of step 
on the road to socialism.” 

4. The [Left Unity] party opposes 
all oppression and discrimination, 
whether on the basis of gender, 
nationality, ethnicity, disability, 
religion or sexual orientation, and 
aims to create a society in which 
such oppression and discrimination 
no longer exist. 

5. Socialism has to be 
international. The interests of 
the working class are the same 
everywhere. The [Left Unity] 
party opposes all imperialist 
wars and military interventions. 
It rejects the idea that there 
is a national solution to the 
problems of capitalism. It stands 
for the maximum solidarity and 
cooperation between the working 
class in Britain and elsewhere. 
It will work with others across 
Europe to replace the European 
Union with a voluntary European 
federation of socialist societies. 


CPGB amendments 

• Second sentence: Insert 
“basically” after “The interests of 
the working class are ...”. 

• Last sentence: delete all after 
“across Europe” and insert: “for the 
overthrow of the European Union 
and the creation of a united socialist 
Europe under democratic working 
class rule”. 

6. The [Left Unity] party aims to 
win support from the working class 
and all those who want to bring 
about the socialist transformation 
of society, which can only be 
accomplished by the working class 
itself acting democratically as the 
majority in society. 

CPGB amendment 

• Add extra sentence at the end: 
“This means that the organisations 
of the working class must be 
democratically, not bureaucratically, 
organised.” 

7. The [Left Unity] party aims 
to win political power to end 
capitalism, not to manage it. It will 
not participate in governmental 
coalitions with capitalist parties at 
national or local level. 

8. So long as the working class is 
not able to win political power 
for itself, the [Left Unity] party 
will participate in working class 
campaigns to defend all past gains 
and to improve living standards and 
democratic rights. But it recognises 
that any reforms will only be partial 
and temporary so long as capitalism 
continues. 

CPGB amendments 

• First sentence: after “to defend” 


insert “and radically extend”. 

• After “past gains”, delete “and 
to improve”. Insert colon, then the 
phrase “for example”. The section 
would now read: “to defend and 
radically extend all past gains: 
for example, living standards and 
democratic rights”. 

9. The [Left Unity] party will 
use both parliamentary and 
extraparliamentary means to build 
support for its ultimate goal - the 
socialist transformation of society. 

CPGB amendment 

• Delete all after “support for its” 
and insert: “goals of sweeping away 
the capitalist state and the socialist 
transformation of society.” 

10. All elected representatives 
will be accountable to the party 
membership and will receive no 
payment above the average wage 
of a skilled worker (the exact 
level to be determined by the 
party conference) plus legitimate 
expenses. 

Add new point at the end: 

“11. All members of the party must 
accept that these aims and principles 
form the basis of agreed common 
actions, though they may have 
disagreements with particular points.” 

Socialist Platform 
meeting 

Saturday September 14,1pm 

The Meeting Place, 2 Langley 
Lane, London SW8. To discuss the 
platform - amendments by Sunday 
September 1. 

luspcontact@gmail.com. 
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ITALY 


Threat to bring down government 

Toby Abse reports on Silvio Berlusconi’s latest antics 



F or the last month, to the same 
extent as the last 20 years, Italian 
political life has continued to 
revolve around Silvio Berlusconi. 

This felon is still in a position 
to make or break governments and 
his self-pitying and often paranoid 
statements are treated with the utmost 
seriousness in the Italian media. This 
is the case not just in what, behind a 
thin veil of control allegedly vested 
with family or friends, are really his 
own newspapers (II Giornale, Libero, 
II Foglio) and his three television 
channels, but also by the RAI (state 
television), II Sole 24 Ore (the Italian 
equivalent of the Financial Times ) and 
the Corriere della Sera (the equivalent 
of The Times). 

Far from in any way coming to 
terms with his conviction for tax fraud 
upheld by the Cassazione (supreme 
court) on August 1, not just Berlusconi 
but his entire political party, the 
Popolo della Liberta (PdL), have 
in effect demanded that the verdict 
be quashed so that he can continue 
with his political career as if nothing 
untoward has occurred. 

“The removal of Berlusconi from 
the office of senator is unthinkable 
and constitutionally unacceptable” 
were the words of Angelino Alfano, 
minister of the interior and deputy 
prime minister in the government of 
Enrico Letta. But, as party secretary, 
he was speaking for the PdL in an 
official capacity when he said this on 
August 25 - demonstrating exactly how 
much respect he has for the laws he is 
supposed to be enforcing in his day 
job. This totally unabashed contempt 
for any notion of the rule of law, which 
has in many ways been indulged, or at 
least treated as a legitimate expression 
of opinion, not just by the majority of 
the Italian media, but by many political 
figures nominally opposed to the PdL, 
including fonner premier Mario Monti, 
marks Italy out from the nonnal run of 
liberal bourgeois democracies in the 
advanced capitalist world. 

Other, seemingly all-powerful, 
figures who have enjoyed comparable 
electoral success have been plunged 
into permanent disgrace by 
comparable brushes with the 
criminal law. To take a 
western European 
example, Helmut 
Kohl, the 
longstanding 
and very 
successful 
leader of 
German 
Christian 


thought that the journalist would 
abide by an agreed text sent to him 
via fax; however, the journalist had, 
unknown to him, made a tape of their 
entire telephone conversation and the 
version of the interview that finally 
appeared in print on August 6 included 
a phrase about Berlusconi having been 
“convicted because he knew” of the 
complex system of tax evasion set 
up by Fininvest, the company he had 
founded. Since the formal statement, 
in which the panel of five judges give 
the ‘motivations’ of their sentence, 
has not yet been issued, anything 
that could be seen as an advance leak 
to the press was somewhat unwise - 
even if in common-sense terms this 
was the only logical explanation of 
the Cassazione verdict and indeed 
only confirmed the views openly 
expressed by judges in the sentences 
that followed the previous hearings in 
the lower courts. 1 

Berlusconi and his political and 
journalistic courtiers mounted a 
concerted campaign against the judge, 
claiming that the incautious interview 
invalidated the guilty verdict and 
offered grounds for a retrial. Although 
this was completely absurd, since the 
interview was granted some days 
after, and not before, the verdict, 
the campaign gave rise to the 
preliminary stages of disciplinary 
action against Esposito. Whilst 
arguably the procurator general of 
the Cassazione was compelled to take 
such action by the magistracy’s own 
rules, the conspicuous and very well 
publicised involvement of Annamaria 
Cancellieri, the minister of justice, 
seems to have been entirely voluntary 
and might well be interpreted as the 
Italian establishment siding with the 
powerful convict against the judge 
who had had the audacity to find him 
guilty. 

Pardon farce 

Berlusconi’s refusal to even 
go through the motions of 
acknowledging some measure of 
guilt for his offence has also meant 
that, whilst he and his supporters 
have incessantly continued to 
demand an immediate presidential 
pardon, the elderly delinquent has 
adamantly refused to ask for one 
either directly or through his lawyers 
or close family members. Berlusconi 
believes that president Giorgio 
Napolitano should spontaneously 
offer him a pardon - he imagines 
entitled to one 
purely by 
virtue of the 
size of his 
electoral 
following. 


On August 13 Napolitano issued 
a public statement addressed to 
Berlusconi in which he emphasised 
he was not going to grant a pardon 
unless an application was addressed to 
him according to the usual procedures. 
Since this statement in effect gave the 
impression that such a request would be 
given serious consideration, anybody 
with less breathtaking arrogance than 
Berlusconi might have refrained from 
further public denigration of both the 
verdict and the judiciary in general, 
feigned some degree of repentance 
and allowed some months to elapse 
in the hope that the president could 
subsequently assist him without 
arousing a public outcry. It might 
be added in parentheses that there 
would remain a potential problem for 
Berlusconi, and Napolitano, should 
the longer prison sentence - for under¬ 
age prostitution in the Ruby case - be 
upheld by the higher courts: if another 
set of judges were cussed enough to 
convict the criminal for a second 
offence, it would be hard to justify a 
second presidential pardon. 

The PdL’s new campaign for 
an amnesty has been equally 
preposterous - the Italian right has 
never previously been known for its 
concern about the overcrowding in 
the country’s jails and, whilst those 
PdL members who are veterans of 
Forza Italia may not have made as 
much political capital about being 
tough on crime, particularly crime 
committed by immigrants, as either 
the Lega Nord or former members 
of the neo-fascist MSI, this sudden 
humanitarian turn is all too obviously 
an attempt to give Berlusconi a safe 
conduct. The amnesty would apply 
to anybody convicted of crimes that 
carry a sentence of up to six years 2 
- a higher ceiling than any other 
amnesty granted in recent times 
and one which would inevitably set 
free violent offenders, whose crimes 
even the PdL’s tax-evading electoral 
base amongst the self-employed and 
small businessmen would find rather 
shocking (presumably the notion of 
a personal amnesty for all crimes 
committed by Berlusconi must have 
been rejected as impossible in the 
current circumstances, given the lack 
of a PdL majority in parliament). 

The last few days appear to signal 
an escalation in Berlusconi’s attempt 
to overturn the verdict by all possible 
means. Having initially claimed, in 
early August immediately after the 
sentence, that despite his personal 
problems he would continue to 
support Enrico Letta’s grand coalition 
government made up of the PdL, the 
Partito Democratico (PD) and Mario 
Monti’s centrist Scelta Civica, he is 
now in effect threatening to bring 
down the government unless his 
wishes are granted. The logic behind 
such a strategy is to precipitate 
early elections, in November, in the 
belief that the PdL would win and 
Berlusconi would return to the prime 
minister’s office and be in a position 
to defy every judge that dared to take 
him on; it should be pointed out that, 
quite apart from Napolitano’s stated 
reluctance to call early elections 
whilst the present electoral system 
(the Porcellum or ‘Pig Law’) 
remains in being, it is also 
rather debatable as to 
whether Berlusconi would 
be legally entitled to 
stand in a fresh election 
in the aftermath of 
his conviction. 
Earlier 
this week it 
looked as 
though 


Democracy (CDU), the chancellor 
who presided over the reunification of 
the two Germanies after four decades 
of division, had to retire from public 
life in the wake of a corruption scandal 
about illicit funds he had gathered 
from business interests to finance 
the CDU’s electoral campaigns 
(rather than for personal enrichment 
in the manner of Berlusconi). In 
the USA, even Richard Nixon, an 
unscrupulous survivor of many 
previous embarrassing, and probably 
criminal, episodes, had to accept, 
however reluctantly and belatedly, 
the outcome of the Watergate scandal 
and stand down as president with no 
possibility of any subsequent return 
to public life. 

Berlusconi and his minions started 
August as they meant to go on with 
a direct and deliberately defamatory 
attack on Antonio Esposito, the 
president of the summer section of 
the Cassazione and the leading judge 
on the panel that upheld the ex¬ 
premier’s conviction. First of all, one 
of Berlusconi’s newspapers published 
an article claiming to be accurately 
reporting statements made by Esposito 
some years previously which allegedly 
showed gross bias against Berlusconi. 
The 72-year-old judge, who claims to 
be a teetotaller, was said to have made 
facetious drunken remarks about 
intercepted conversations concerning 
Berlusconi’s sex life. 

This article and other material in a 
similar vein, suggesting, for example, 
that the judge was taking revenge for 
his brother’s career setbacks, were 
designed to discredit and provoke 
the judiciary - similar personalised 
attacks on Ilda Boccassini and various 
other Milanese magistrates who had 
charged, prosecuted or convicted him 
in lower courts had been the stock in 
trade of Berlusconi’s papers for years. 

Unfortunately, Esposito, feeling 
isolated and vilified by a large section 
of the media and left unprotected by 
mainstream politicians, was foolish 
enough to grant an interview to a 
journalist on the Neapolitan daily II 
Mattino, Antonio Manzo, whom he 
had known for some decades and 
wrongly imagined 
he could trust 
with a scoop. 
The naive 
Esposito 


there would be a showdown between 
the PdL and the rest of the coalition; 
the immediate pretext seemed likely 
to be the dispute over the IMU 
property tax, which the PdL wants 
completely abolished. There is a real 
problem for the Letta government; 
in the view of economics minister 
Fabrizio Saccomanni, abolishing this 
tax would leave a €2 billion hole in 
the budget. It should be remembered 
that Letta has already humoured the 
PdL by cancelling one instalment of 
this tax, so there is no question of total 
intransigence on the issue. However, 
at the moment of writing, press reports 
suggest that Letta is willing to cancel 
the second (December) instalment in 
order to deprive Berlusconi of any 
excuse unrelated to his own judicial 
situation for bringing the government 
down in the autumn. 

The abrupt and unpredictable 
about-turns in Berlusconi’s political 
stance are more explicable if we 
take into account that he is being 
pulled in two opposing directions 
by the ‘hawks’ and ‘doves’ in his 
entourage. The hawks are led by 
Daniela Santanche, a former neo- 
fascist who takes great delight in 
describing herself as “the pythoness”, 
and former banker Denis Verdini, the 
collapse of whose bank gave rise to 
an ongoing investigation involving 
allegations of large-scale fraud. 
These two, unsurprisingly, always 
advocate a reckless ‘all or nothing’ 
strategy and appeared to be in the 
ascendant at the long summit that 
took place at Berlusconi’s Arcore 
residence on August 24, forcing a 
somewhat reluctant Alfano to issue 
a public statement putting pressure 
on the PD, Letta and Napolitano to 
resolve Berlusconi’s predicament. 

The most influential doves are 
not politicians, although many put 
both Angelino Alfano and Renato 
Schifani in that category, but the 
two of Berlusconi’s five children 
who play a real role in his business 
empire, Marina and Pierluigi, and his 
long-time business associate, Fedele 
Confalonieri, who has been the 
nominal head of Fininvest/Mediaset 
since Berlusconi’s entry into politics 
in 1994. This trio are concerned 
with the survival and profitability of 
Berlusconi’s media empire, not his 
short-term political prospects, and 
the rapid fall in the share prices of 
Berlusconi’s two main companies on 
August 26 - as a result of the hard 
line adopted at the weekend - enabled 
them to exert a restraining influence 
on the tycoon in a way that others 
were no longer able to do. 

The very latest rumour is that 
Berlusconi may be willing to accept 
a year of house arrest without further 
public complaint if Napolitano can 
exercise clemency by allowing him 
to remain in the Senate, but Italian 
political life will continue to be at the 
mercy of his changeable whims as 
long as the current president remains 
in office and certain elements within 
the PD continue to lack enough 
backbone to call Berlusconi’s bluffby 
speeding up the process of removing 
him from the Senate • 

Notes 

1. The journalists of II Fatto Quotidiano, which 
used to be broadly aligned with Antonio Di 
Pietro’s Italia dei Valori and now might be seen as 
critically supporting Grillo’s Movimento Cinque 
Stelle, were almost alone in offering this defence 
of Esposito. 

2. Although Berlusconi’s nominal prison sentence 
for the tax fraud is four years, the maximum sen¬ 
tence for the offence is six years and any legally 
binding amnesty would have to be framed in such 
a way as to ensure that anybody committing the 
offence would be freed, even if they had been 
given the maximum sentence. 
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CHINA 


Populism and plutocracy 

The trial of Bo Xilai reveals contradictions at the top of Chinese society, argues 

Paul Demarty 



Bo Xilai: posing left 


T he story of Bo Xilai, as has 
been widely observed, has 
all the trappings of a grand 
Hollywood conspiracy thriller. 
A senior figure in the Chinese 
Communist Party, a member of 
its politburo and its secretary for 
the vast city of Chongqing, Bo has 
been brought low, expelled from the 
party amid allegations ranging from 
bribery to murder. 

The very public nature of his 
downfall has had the effect of opening 
the lid on the bizarre, hybrid society 
that is today’s China: a ‘communist’ 
government simultaneously 
overseeing vast state enterprises and 
a cheap labour pool for foreign capital; 
vast megalopoles such as Chongqing 
springing up amid rural poverty; 
Stalinist bureaucrats amassing vast 
wealth. And so, while Bo’s story bears 
more than a passing resemblance to 
State of play, it could only have 
happened in China. 

Bo is the son of Bo Yibo, one 
of the ‘eight elders’ who formed a 
kind of collective leadership around 
Deng Xiaoping in the 1980s - he is, 
in CCP terms, royalty. A political 
career was inevitable, and initially 
had the character to be expected from 
a man of his extraction - support for 
the economic liberalisation policies 
of Deng and his successors, Jiang 
Zemin and Hu Jintao. When he was 
posted to Chongqing, however, his 
tune partially changed. 

Bo’s name became heavily 
associated with the ‘Chongqing 
model’ (though now the party 
leadership is attempting to downplay 
his role), which was a contradictory 
phenomenon even by Chinese 
standards. On the one hand, it 
involved breakneck-pace economic 
development, a cut in the corporate 
tax rate to 15% (the national rate is 
25%) and thus the rapid expansion of 
transnational export-led production. 
Hewlett Packard, BASF andFoxConn 
(the latter infamous for the high rate 
of suicide among their workers) 
expanded into Chongqing on a large 
scale. The city now boasts a population 
of 28 million. 

It is the other side of this model that 
has attracted most attention in Chinese 
and western coverage of the scandal - 
an aggressive, assertive populism with 
heavy Maoist overtones. Bo initiated a 
heavy-handed crackdown on organised 
crime; he employed large-scale deficit 
spending to reverse, or at least stem, the 
nationwide attacks on China’s formerly 
famous welfare system - the so-called 
‘iron rice bowl’ - with a substantial 
extension of social housing. 

He also initiated various campaigns 
to encourage ‘red culture’, from 
mass text messages to the general 
population featuring aphorisms of the 
Great Helmsman to the promotion of 
old revolutionary songs, to Cultural 
Revolution-style campaigns to get 
students to spend some time working 
in the countryside. 

Whether this febrile mix actually 
worked is a hotly contested matter 
among the different factions of 
Chinese politics. Chongqing posted 
very impressive growth statistics 
during Bo’s tenure - 14.3% in 2008, 
for instance, as opposed to the national 
figure of 8%. 1 How much of this is 
down to massive infrastructure 
projects and how much to industrial 
production is another matter; Bo 
certainly was profligate with the 
public purse, and $34 billion-worth 
of stimulus funds went to the city that 
same year. 

As any self-respecting party leader 


would, meanwhile, he made himself 
and his family very rich indeed. The 
life so far of his son, Guagua, tells 
the whole story - educated at Harrow, 
Balliol College Oxford and finally the 
Kennedy School of Government at 
Harvard, he has also enjoyed $150,000 
holidays in Africa, the use of a villa in 
the south of France and all manner of 
additional perks denied, it is fair to say, 
to most young men of his generation, 
in China or elsewhere. Yet this life 
story is hardly atypical of the children 
of top party bureaucrats in China, nor 
is the grasping nature of the Bo family 
particularly egregious. The political 
sensitivity of senior ‘communists’ 
rolling in such wealth means that 
farming such riches out to close family 
members is a common practice. 

It is the exact means by which Bo 
amassed this wealth which are, among 
other matters, the substance of the 
trial today. At some point, he and his 
wife entered into business relations 
with a British citizen, Neil Heywood; 
the death of the latter set in motion 
Bo’s downfall, after the local police 
chief (and fonner close ally) brought 
evidence of his family’s involvement 
to the American consulate. Bo’s wife, 
Gu Kailai, ultimately confessed to and 
was convicted of Heywood’s death 
(all the usual caveats concerning 
‘confessions’ in Stalinist countries 
apply here, of course). The latter’s 
alleged role as a middleman for bribes, 
and a means for getting Bo’s vast 
fortune out of the country, are heavily 
implicated in Bo’s trial. 

It is clear that the CCP 
hierarchy has turned against Bo. 
His considerable popularity has 
become tied to a populist-Maoist 
leftism, which is in any case on the 
rise among sections of the Chinese 
intelligentsia. The Chinese ‘new left’, 
both in its ‘moderate’ and full-blown 
Maoist forms, is certainly willing to 
go against the official line. Websites 
with names like Utopia and Maoflag 
have been staunch in their support of 
Bo, however blatant his corruption. 

Another oddity in the case is 
this: the core leadership has allowed 
the trial to be conducted in a more 
superficially fair manner - and allowed 
Bo to defend himself vocally as part 
of that. On the one hand, it appears 
that the ruling group does not want to 
aggravate factional divisions in the 
party, and thus does not want to be 


seen to be clamping down too hard 
on a prominent, popular figure on 
the party’s left. Bo will still almost 
certainly be jailed for at least a decade 
- but he has had the ear of the nation for 
five days, uniquely among disgraced 
Stalinist leaders. On the other hand, 
and despite his fall from grace, it is by 
no means certain that Bo is no longer 
a power-broker. 

Political 

revolution? 

Leon Trotsky’s last political 
prognoses for Stalin’s Soviet Union 
are well known and well rehearsed. 
The bureaucratic ruling caste had 
succeeded in elevating itself above 
the Soviet population, but not in 
eradicating all the gains of October; 
thus splits would inevitably occur 
among the bureaucracy on left-right 
lines, opening up the possibility of 
political revolution. 2 

It was a serious, well-argued 
perspective, but ultimately blown 
apart by events. When the Stalinist 
regimes finally entered their terminal 
crisis, no significant section of the 
bureaucracy, nor any significant 
section of the general population, 
rose to defend and transform state 
planning or property. After four to 
seven decades of Stalinist barbarism, 
everybody wanted capitalism - from 
the kleptocratic former officials who 
made off with the economy, to the 
beleaguered working class. 

This is worth bringing up here, 
inasmuch as something along the 
lines of Trotsky’s prognosis appears 
to be germinating in China. The very 
serious and substantial concessions to 
capitalist production - the large-scale 
foreign investment and enormous 
export market - seem to be producing 
the kind of political contradictions 
that Trotsky expected to emerge in the 
USSR (and his followers expected, too, 
in the eastern European satellite states). 

After all, this massive wave of 
capitalist accumulation has occurred 
not so much in spite of, but rather 
because of, the continued grip on power 
by the Communist Party, its retention of 
control over enormous state industrial 
and financial enterprises. This has 
allowed the stimulation of production, 
the attraction of foreign investment 
through tight political control of the 
labour force and the trade unions, and 


so forth. The tapping of vast reserves 
of labour in the countryside - and 
the obscene superexploitation of the 
same people - present a very attractive 
opportunity for a thriving export market 
in producer and consumer goods. 

It has also been a very obvious 
economic success story - so much so, 
in fact, that we constantly read starry- 
eyed Sinophiles looking forward to a 
grand New Chinese Century. As the 
core capitalist countries went into 
a sharp economic crisis from 2007, 
China appeared even to be weathering 
that storm, giving more force to the 
Sinophiles’ arguments. Even Marxists 
could be found arguing that Chinese 
economic power would drag the world 
from the brink. 

In truth, the Chinese ‘miracle’ is 
the product of a very specific global 
political-economic situation, and 
so far has been utterly reliant on 
booming foreign investment, which 
produced the funds for the well known 
mega-infrastructure projects and so 
on. Things do not look so rosy from 
here on in. The Chinese economy is 
wobbling, as global consumer demand 
falters; more worryingly, the American 
Federal Reserve has decided to taper 
off its quantitative easing programme, 
which will likely have the effect that 
a hitherto huge outflow of dollars 
to economies such as China will be 
attenuated. 

It is no wonder, then, that political 
divisions are starting to open up 
among the Chinese elite - never mind 
the population at large. The need for 
‘rebalancing’ the economy away from 
the current model is clear to significant 
elements of this layer; the ‘Chongqing 
model’ of Bo Xilai is one option that 
its architect forced onto the table, but 
the attendant ideological baggage, 
never mind the possible emergence of 
a competitive power bloc around the 
charismatic Bo, was clearly considered 
too dangerous for the rather cautious, 
straight-laced bureaucrats in the 
CPC’s core leadership. 

Taking Bo out of the picture may 
be enough to stop this political tussle 
from escalating at this stage. Dark 
clouds on the economic horizon, 
however, do not bode well - for 
the bureaucrats or their obsequious 
followers abroad. 

We may cite, as one particularly 
pathetic example, the Morning Star’s 
Communist Party of Britain, an 
organisation which has proven itself, 
time and again, unable to function 
without some dubious socialist paradise 
to fawn before. Now, it is China’s turn 
- according to CPB general secretary 
Robert Griffiths, China will inevitably 
overtake the west; it is in the “primary 
stage” of constructing socialism; and 
other such nonsense. 3 

It is nonsense, above all else, 
founded on the grand image of 
China as an unstoppable economic 
powerhouse; but the notion that it will 
escape the current crisis is fanciful, 
to say the least. The bust-up between 
Bo Xilai and the core CPC leadership 
is one symptom, among many, of the 
dangerous contradictions at the heart 
of Chinese political and economic 
life - contradictions that will remain 
entirely obscure to grovelling Stalinist 
fanboys in the west • 

Notes 

1. www.eai.nus.edu.sg/BB465.pdf. 

2. See, for example, the section of the 1938 Tran¬ 
sitional programme on the USSR: www.marxists. 
org/archive/trotsky/1938/tp/tp-text2 .htm. 

3. http: //communist-party. org.uk/index. 
php?option=com_content&view=article&id= 18 
24:robert-griffiths-at-brussels-seminar-china-in- 
21 st-century&catid=48 :robert-griffiths-in-the- 
moming-star&Itemid= 100. 


What we 
fight for 

■ Without organisation the 
working class is nothing; with 
the highest form of organisa¬ 
tion it is everything. 

■ There exists no real 
Communist Party today. There 
are many so-called ‘parties’ on 
the left. In reality they are con¬ 
fessional sects. Members who 
disagree with the prescribed 
‘line’ are expected to gag them¬ 
selves in public. Either that or 
face expulsion. 

■ Communists operate accord¬ 
ing to the principles of demo¬ 
cratic centralism. Through ongo¬ 
ing debate we seek to achieve 
unity in action and a common 
world outlook. As long as they 
support agreed actions, mem¬ 
bers should have the right to 
speak openly and form tem¬ 
porary or permanent factions. 

■ Communists oppose all impe¬ 
rialist wars and occupations 
but constantly strive to bring to 
the fore the fundamental ques¬ 
tion - ending war is bound up 
with ending capitalism. 

■ Communists are internation¬ 
alists. Everywhere we strive for 
the closest unity and agreement 
of working class and progres¬ 
sive parties of all countries. We 
oppose every manifestation of 
national sectionalism. It is an 
internationalist duty to uphold 
the principle, ‘One state, one 
party’. 

■ The working class must be 
organised globally. Without 
a global Communist Party, a 
Communist International, the 
struggle against capital is 
weakened and lacks coordi¬ 
nation. 

■ Communists have no interest 
apart from the working class as 
a whole. They differ only in 
recognising the importance 
of Marxism as a guide to prac¬ 
tice. That theory is no dogma, 
but must be constantly added 
to and enriched. 

■ Capitalism in its ceaseless 
search for profit puts the future 
of humanity at risk. Capitalism 
is synonymous with war, pollu¬ 
tion, exploitation and crisis. As 
a global system capitalism can 
only be superseded globally. 

■ The capitalist class will never 
willingly allow their wealth and 
power to be taken away by a 
parliamentary vote. 

■ We will use the most mili¬ 
tant methods objective cir¬ 
cumstances allow to achieve 
a federal republic of England, 
Scotland and Wales, a united, 
federal Ireland and a United 
States of Europe. 

■ Communists favour industrial 
unions. Bureaucracy and class 
compromise must be fought and 
the trade unions transformed 
into schools for communism. 

■ Communists are cham¬ 
pions of the oppressed. 
Women’s oppression, combat¬ 
ing racism and chauvinism, and 
the struggle for peace and eco¬ 
logical sustainability are just as 
much working class questions 
as pay, trade union rights and 
demands for high-quality 
health, housing and educa¬ 
tion. 

■ Socialism represents 
victory in the battle for 
democracy. It is the rule of the 
working class. Socialism is 
either democratic or, as with 
Stalin’s Soviet Union, it turns 
into its opposite. 

■ Socialism is the first stage 
of the worldwide transition to 
communism - a system which 
knows neither wars, exploita¬ 
tion, money, classes, states 
nor nations. Communism is 
general freedom and the real 
beginning of human history. 
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A high command 
coup is not a 
revolution 


Counterrevolution devours its children 


T here are features of the recent 
military coup in Egypt that are 
hardly remarkable. At least a 
thousand - possibly twice or three 
times that many - have been killed by 
security forces since Mohamed Mursi 
was deposed, as muscular attempts 
to subdue the Muslim Brotherhood 
turned with all the inevitability of 
such situations into horrific massacres. 
At least a thousand others have been 
arrested, including most of the key 
leaders of the Brotherhood. 

Rolling news coverage was, for 
days, covering the twists and turns 
of the mounting bloodshed on the 
streets of Cairo. The clearing of 
MB encampments was followed by 
indiscriminate firing of live rounds 
into crowds. Further demonstrations 
resulted in hundreds of murders. The 
morgues overflowed; mosques turned 
into makeshift hospitals. The MB’s 
famous medical provision facilities 
could do little for hundreds of victims 
riddled with assault rifle rounds. 
Further stand-offs followed at the 
Al-Fath mosque on Ramses Square. 
Eventually, the MB’s demonstrations 
tapered off. 

The ruling authorities, at every 
stage, thickened the fog of war 
with astonishing acts of double¬ 
speak. Perhaps more chilling is the 
visible mass support for the security 
services’ clampdown. Of the 17 
million-odd people who turned out on 
demonstrations to demand the fall of 
Mursi, not a few have been seen since 
on angry mobilisations against the 
Brotherhood. 

It has to be said that the MB has 
hardly acted sensibly throughout 
this ordeal. It was an army coup that 
deposed it, true enough; but it has 
been haemorrhaging support since it 
assumed control of the legislature and 
presidency last year. Mursi fell amidst 
demonstrations against his rule that 
dwarfed anything seen in Egyptian 
history. Tens of millions came out on 
the streets to demand his head. 

Under such circumstances, the 
sensible approach was surely one of 
caution. The MB, however hateful 
it is, has never wanted for patience - 
until now. Endless demands for further 
demonstrations might have succeeded 
if its government had been popular. It 
was not, and even staunch supporters 
will have baulked at a call for a “day 
of martyrdom”. Between the arrests, 
the murders and its own errors, the 
Brotherhood is presently in a very 
weak position - though by no means 
decisively defeated. 

Given that the latter organisation 
was the direct victim of the coup, 
it is hardly surprising that it has 
suffered since; that is what army high 
commands do in such situations. No 
- there is nothing remotely surprising 
about the behaviour of the Supreme 
Council of the Armed Forces (although 
the decision to release the deposed 
dictator, Hosni Mubarak, from prison 
shows impressive brass neck). More 
notable is the apparent impossibility for 
various social forces to get their heads 
round this basic fact. 

The United States government, 
quite infamously, has been unable 
to call these events a coup. Pick out 
any dictionary you like, and find me 
a definition of ‘coup d’etat’ that does 
not comfortably accommodate Abdel 
Fattah al-Sisi and his cronies! Yet the 



Army slaughter 


lexicon of high diplomacy will not 
permit the c-word to pass the lips of 
Barack Obama, John Kerry and co - if 
it did, the US government would be 
legally bound to cut off military aid, 
and thus lose the greatest portion of its 
leverage over Egyptian affairs. Now, of 
all times, that thought is unconscionable 

- so the US state happily makes itself 
look foolish to any observer. 

Yet this semantic tangle is 
symptomatic of the rough ride US 
power has had in the region. Nothing, 
of course, has decisively weakened 
its grip. Yet it was a political situation 
beyond their control - the cluster of 
mass democratic movements known, 
in more optimistic times, as the 
Arab spring - that forced the world 
hegemon to ditch Mubarak. It set out, 
immediately, to find new friends; and 
an uneasy accord with the MB followed 

- leaving the core of Mubarak’s state 
regime intact. 

The military-political apparatus of 
Egypt is a rather hardier beast than any 
civilian government could have been in 
the circumstances. Mass roots in society, 
combined with visceral hatred of the 
old regime, propelled the Brotherhood 
to victory in elections, and its candidate 
into the presidency. When, inevitably, 
Mursi made concessions to the army, 
aligned himself surreptitiously with US 
interests and obeyed the cruel economic 
strictures of the International Monetary 
Fund; and when, less inevitably, he and 
his allies clumsily adopted a forced- 
march approach to the Islamisation of 
Egyptian society, a serious backlash 
was inevitable. The military seized its 
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chance. The US state department had 
yet another headache on its hands. 

How it responds in the forthcoming 
period depends to a large extent on 
events in Egypt itself. The current 
regime promises a rapid turnaround of 
elections in early 2014, and is looking 
into a legal ban on the Brotherhood - 
the decapitation of the only major anti¬ 
military organisation in Egypt will, in 
all probability, lead to a resounding 
victory for SCAF-friendly faces. There 
are indications that al-Sisi himself 
could swap his military uniform for 
the politician’s suit, and go for the 
top job himself. In any case, the US 
looks to be busy embroiling itself in 
that far uglier chaos that is the Syrian 
civil war. (This will, naturally, see it 
militarily supporting the Syrian arm of 
the MB, even as it turns a blind eye to 
the bloody suppression of the Egyptian 
branch.) 

Twists and turns 

From the Realpolitik of the American 
state we turn, inevitably, to the 
‘unrealpolitik’ of the Socialist Workers 
Party and its Egyptian followers, the 
Revolutionary Socialists, whose 
contortions on the issue are something 
of a distorted mirror image of Obama’s 
and Kerry’s discomfort. 

So many have been the twists and 
turns of the SWP/RS on this matter, a 
short recap is necessary. The comrades 
- rightly - were inspired by the great 
social upsurge at the beginning of 
2011, with the fall of Mubarak, one 
of America’s key regional strongmen, 
as the crowning achievement. From 


here, things went downhill pretty 
rapidly. The RS supported the rush to 
call elections immediately, calling for 
a government of national unity against 
the old regime, including - naturally 

- the Muslim Brotherhood, and - 
unnaturally, given its insignificance 

- the Egyptian far left. 

When it came to the crunch, the 
comrades advocated a vote for Mursi, 
as a way to continue the revolution; 
and there was no need to worry. The 
MB was weak, it was falling apart; 
all the old ‘After Hitler, us!’ cliches 
were wheeled out. From being 
the continuation of the revolution, 
Mursi rapidly became for the RS an 
intolerable tyrant; as the Tamarod 
movement gathered speed, and the 
military took its chance, the comrades 
called down from cloud cuckoo land 
to say that this was a “new phase of 
the revolution”. 

It did not matter at election time 
how reactionary Mursi was, as long 
as the movement stayed strong and 
the military was kept out. Then, as he 
fell, it was suddenly irrelevant how 
reactionary SCAF was - so long as 
the movement stayed strong and the 
Brotherhood was kept out! 

It barely needs to be said that, 
for an organisation that contends for 
leadership of the Egyptian working 
class, the schizophrenic record 
of the Revolutionary Socialists is 
beyond ridiculous. What on earth 
are revolutionary-minded people 
in Egypt, even those scant few who 
pay attention to such an insignificant 
organisation, supposed to make of all 
this? We suspect that any such person 
would reach the obvious, common- 
sense conclusion that the comrades 
were either self-deluding, deliberately 
deceptive or simply insane. 

Now, the line has had to change 

- again. A headline in last week’s 
Socialist Worker (August 20) reads 
“Egypt’s revolution is in peril - but 
not beaten”. According to Judith Orr, 
“Hatem [Tallima, of RS] reports that 
the army is imposing ‘a bloody military 
dictatorship and bringing Mubarak’s 
people back into the government, media 
and economy’.” That certainly seems to 
be the case. But there is still reason for 
hope: “Recent months have seen a rise 
in workers’ struggles. ‘This was one 


UK subscribers: Pay by standing order and save £12 a 
year. Minimum £12 every 3 months... but please pay 
more if you can. Your paper needs you! 


of the reasons the popular rage against 
Mursi was so widespread,’ saidHatem.” 
Which would, indeed, be encouraging, 
had SW not been trumpeting an ill- 
defined ‘rise in workers’ struggles’ to 
justify every baffling switcheroo in this 
whole period. 

A sober analysis would have to 
concede that the Egyptian revolution 
has been in retreat at least since the 
MB started winning elections. Retreat 
is not defeat, of course. Yet it was a 
signal: that the euphoria of Tahrir 
Square had come to an end, and that 
political work needed to become 
serious, grinding, patient and not 
necessarily immediately rewarding for 
a defeat not to become a rout. 

Comrades in Egypt have had 
two years to build up working class 
politics as an alternative pole of 
attraction to Islamist and militarist 
reaction. A strong showing for the left 
Nasserite, Hamdeen Sabahi, in the 
2012 presidential elections suggested 
that there were at least some people 
thinking outside that paralysing 
division, in any case. The truth is that 
this work would have taken a lot more 
than two years; but, by acting as they 
have, the Revolutionary Socialists 
have squandered a period of relative 
political freedom by desperately 
chasing whatever movement happened 
to take to the streets at a given time. 
Who knows how much longer such 
clement conditions will exist? 

The SWP, meanwhile, has latched 
onto the steady stream of fictional 
good news from Egypt with desperate 
enthusiasm. We have to take seriously 
the possibility that its comrades are 
unable even to think the concept ‘defeat’, 
let alone admit it. Its burning need for 
things to be moving forward leads it to 
force reality to match its preordained 
political perspectives; but this procedure 
only succeeds in deceiving its own 
membership (it is unlikely anybody else 
is deceived), thus reducing its fighting 
strength. The SWP lies to itself about 
everything, from the most insignificant 
provincial industrial action to its own 
internal turmoil, to world-historic events, 
such as those in the Middle East today; 
the only difference is that the self- 
delusion is all the more tragic when the 
stakes are higher • 

Harley Filben 
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